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Operatic history is riddled with reform. Although at the discursive level all operatic reforms share 
similar motivations, their execution in practice yields extremely different results, each indicative of 
the time and place in which they occur. Despite their claims to pan-historical aesthetic truth and 
timeless ideals, operatic reforms are highly specific indicators of their generation’s individual needs, 
desires, and fears. My dissertation explores what the mid-eighteenth-century reform, pioneered most 
famously by Gluck and Calzabigi, can tell us about opera and its composers, audiences and 
performers in Habsburg Vienna. I interpret both reformed and unreformed Italian opera seria in 
1760s Vienna through four different but intersecting conceptual lenses: luxury and economics, 
political representation, theories of body and communication, and a performer’s voice. Opera played 
an important role in a widespread debate over luxury that pervaded Western Europe, an issue that 
comprised not only changing economics but paradigmatic shifts in social behavior.  In the field of 
medicine, new scientific observation began to transform the ways that people viewed emotion and 
communication, and the ways these were expressed in opera. The nature of sovereignty itself was 
slowly shifting from absolutist models, requiring both new modes of government and new operatic 
representation. Yet individual singer’s voices, such as that of Gaetano Guadagni, still played a vital 
role in shaping composition and aesthetics. Vienna in the 1760s experienced a flowering of diverse 
approaches to the problem of opera by a network of performers and composers who blurred the 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
No other musical genre has endured as much reform as opera. Over its four-century history, unruly 
opera has fallen under the disapproving gaze of  countless critics who believed that the genre had 
somehow taken a wrong turn and needed to be brought back to the correct path. Yet opera was 
itself  brought into being as a reform of  sorts, an attempt to improve the impoverished musical state 
of  the present through the resurrection of  ancient Greek drama. One of  the most famous reforms 
was promoted at the end of  the seventeenth century by the Rome-based Arcadians, who sought to 
purge opera of  comic episodes and supernatural elements and return it to the rationality and rigor 
of  Aristotelian tragedy. A generation later, a new group of  reformers—most famously Gluck and 
Calzibigi—rejected the tradition established by the Arcadian reform, citing yet again the inspiration 
of  the ancients.1 
 Opera’s creation and reforms have always been engineered by the educated elite, who share, 
in addition to their allegiance to antiquity, strikingly similar beliefs about opera. They assert that 
opera’s misbehavior stems from pandering to the philistine tastes of  the opera-going public and the 
singers they idolize. They believe that dramatic or linguistic elements should take place over purely 
musical considerations, that realism should be privileged over fantasy or irrationality, that nature is 
superior to artifice. Finally, as I shall discuss in the course of  this dissertation, they esteem aesthetic 
or emotional “truth” over the sensual, sonic pleasure of  the listener. As a case in point stands 
Calzabigi’s epochal preface to the 1767 Alceste: “Simplicity, truth, and nature are the fundamental 
principles of  the beautiful in all artistic creations.”2 
 Further, reformers have always been propagandists—no more so than in the case of  Ranieri 
                                                 
1 "Reform," The New Grove Dictionary of  Opera, ed. Stanley Sadie, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 13 
June 2011 <http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/O011545>. 
 
2 Quoted in Howard, Gluck: Portrait, 472. Although Gluck signed the preface, the author has long been 




   
de’ Calzabigi and Christoph Gluck—who must necessarily create an “us vs. them” paradigm to 
bolster support and create a sense of  urgency for their projects.3 Consider this statement by Burney, 
reporting on the state of  music in the imperial city:  
Metastasio and Hasse, may be said, to be at the head of  one of  the principal sects; 
and Calsabigi [sic] and Gluck of  another.  The first, regarding all innovations as 
quackery, adhere to the ancient form of  the musical drama.... The second partly 
depend more on theatrical effects, propriety of  character, simplicity of  diction, and of  
musical execution, than on, what they style, flowery descriptions, superfluous similes, 
sententious and cold morality, on one side, with tiresome symphonies, and long 
divisions, on the other.4  
Commentators and music historians have always been attracted to the dramatic rhetoric of  the 
operatic reformers, especially the giant Gluck.  E.T.A. Hoffman considered Gluck to be the first of  
the romantics; Berlioz saw him as the progenitor of  modern opera; Wagner would also trace his 
lineage back to the great reformer Gluck.5  Gluck’s apparent triumph over the opera of  his day 
                                                 
3 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of  Western Music, Vol. 2 The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 352. 
 
4 Charles Burney, The Present State of  Music in Germany, the Netherlands, and United Provinces, 2nd ed. (London, 
1775); 1:237-38. 
 
5 See E. T. A. Hoffmann’s “Ritter Gluck. Eine Erinnerung aus dem Jahre 1809,” Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung 
11 (1808-1809), cols. 305-319, in which the author posits Gluck as the icon of  the romantic artist. Previous to 
this, Daniel Schubart had valorized Gluck but characterized him as belonging to no particular school and 
having no significant successors; in fact, Gluck heads the section “Those master who did not found and did 
not belong to any school” in his Ideen zu einer Ästhetik der Tonkunst. See “Gluck,”(reprint from Ideen zu einer 
Ästhetik der Tonkunst) Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung 6/17 (1804): cols. 277-279. It is noteworthy that Schubart 
only mentions Gluck’s Alceste and one of  the Iphigénie operas. Berlioz was particularly significant to Gluck’s 
later reception because he revived not only the man but the music; the production of  Orphée on 18 November 
1859 at the Paris Théâtre Lyrique, with Pauline Viardot in the title role, and with extensive edits, was a 
significant cultural event in the nineteenth century. Eugène Delacroix designed the costume for Orpheus. On 
the relationship between Berlioz and Gluck see Joël-Marie Fauquet, “Berlioz and Gluck,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Berlioz, ed. Peter Bloom, 199-210 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Franz Liszt, 
Saint-Saëns and Richard Strauss would also co-opt Gluck as an aesthetic ancestor. On Gluck’s 19th-century 
mythologizing in general, see Alex Rehding, Music and Monumentality: Commemoration and Wonderment in 
Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), especially pp. 109-123; and Simon 
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became a staple of  music history textbooks. Consequently, Gluck’s reformed and later French 
operas are well-known and frequently performed today, while the musical style exhibited by the great 
majority of  operas written and performed at mid-century by composers equally esteemed at the time 
is virtually unknown.   
The technical musico-dramatic characteristics of  Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s reform have been 
well-documented and thoroughly analyzed by scholarship: changes from complex, intrigue-ridden 
plots to simple, direct plots; from a reliance on da capo forms to diversity of  forms; from 
extravagant coloratura to restrained vocal lines; from simple to accompanied recitative; and from a 
paucity to an abundance of  integrated choruses and ballets.6  Reform opera is generally characterized 
as having a unified dramatic and musical conception and expressing a kind of  neo-classical 
“beautiful simplicity.”7 Gluck was not the only compositional voice in the mid-eighteenth-century 
reform movement; Niccolò Jommelli (1714-1774) and Tommaso Traetta (1727-1779) contributed to 
the effort in Stuttgart and Parma respectively, though with different music-stylistic results.  The 
reformers themselves as well as later scholars considered their work to be a liberation from the 
                                                                                                                                                             
Goldhill, “Who Killed Gluck?” in Ancient Drama in Music for the Modern Stage, ed. Peter Brown and Susan 
Ograjens ek (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 64-88. 
 
6 These defining characteristics feature, for example, in Max Loppert’s definition in “The Italian ‘Reform’ 
Operas,” in “Gluck, Christoph Willibald,” Grove Music Online, ed. L. Macy (Accessed 5/2/07) 
<www.grovemusic.com>. The seminal musicological work on Gluck’s reform has been performed by Anna 
Amalie Abert, Hermann Abert, Max Arend, Wilhelm Baethge, Bruce Alan Brown, Gabriela Buschmeier, 
Gerhard Croll, Ludwig Finscher, Robert Haas, Daniel Heartz, Patricia Howard, Klaus Hortschantsky, Max 
Loppert, Roland Tenschert, and Walther Vetter. See Patricia Howard, Christoph Willibald Gluck: A Guide to 
Research, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2003) for a comprehensive annotated bibliography on scholarship 
related to Gluck and reform. Some important contributors to other mid-eighteenth-century reform 
movements and composers, especially Jommelli in Stuttgart and Traetta in Parma and Mannheim, are Marita 
McClymonds, Jörg Riedelbauer, Nicole Baker, and Daniel Heartz. See, for example, Heartz, “Traetta in 
Vienna: Armida (1761) and Ifigenia in Tauride (1763),” Studies in Music 7/1 (1982): 65-88; as well as these studies 
by Marita McClymonds: “Alfieri and the Revitalization of  Opera Seria,” in Music in the Theater, Church and Villa 
(Warren, MI: Harmonie Park, 2000); “Transforming Opera Seria: Verazi’s Innovations and their Impact on 
Opera in Italy,” in Opera and Enlightenment, ed. McClymonds and Thomas Bauman (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995); and “Niccolò Jommelli: the Last Years” (Ph.D. diss., University of  California, 
Berkeley, 1978). 
 




   
stereotyped forms, emotional bankruptcy, and virtuosic excesses of  what might be termed 
“unreformed” or “traditional” Italian serious opera,8 a genre intimately bound with baroque 
absolutism and elite culture.9  Music historians until quite recently have posited Gluck’s reform as a 
pivotal event that changed the course of  operatic history, in an evolution leading to the superior 
works of  Mozart, leaving behind the “archaic” traditional opera.10 
However, in the past forty years, following trends toward greater contextualization and 
historical relativism in musicology, some scholars have begun to dismantle such traditional, “great-
man” narratives of  operatic reform, rejecting the idea that operatic history evolves, that the operas 
of  later generations were somehow better than their predecessors. Moving beyond the reformers’ 
texts to investigate actual events and practices, it became clear that philosophical rhetoric and artistic 
idealism masked many realities of  operatic life. Some scholars argued that even basic assumptions 
about the nature of  reform were untenable. H. C. Robbins Landon suggested that Gluck’s efforts at 
reform did not have much influence on the genre outside of  his small circle.11 Max Loppert 
questioned the extent to which Gluck actually espoused radical reformist ideologies.12 Essentially 
                                                 
8 I will use the terms “traditional” or “unreformed” to refer to the stylistic characteristics of  the opera, 
acknowledging that this traditional opera style is the product of  an earlier reform by Metastasio and his fellow 
Arcadians.  These characteristics include the predominance of  solo arias in da capo aria form alternating with 
simple recitative, little use of  chorus or ensemble, and frequent incorporation of  virtuosic vocal coloratura.  
The libretti are similarly codified in their use of  Metastasian conventions, typically with historical plots from 
antiquity and standardized character schemata. 
 
9 As a cultural-historical designation, baroque refers to a “civilization that can be associated with the period 
of  absolute monarchy, with an alliance of  church and state to maintain the hierarchical structure of  society, 
and even with economic mercantilism.” See Rémy Saisselin, The Enlightenment Against the Baroque: Economics and 
Aesthetics in the 18th Century (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1992), 3.  I will also use the term 
“baroque” in a more general, pan-historical aesthetic sense (relating to extreme expression and ornament 
designed to move the affect), while capitalized “Baroque” is reserved for music-stylistic designation. 
 
10 For an overview of  the historical narratives of  Gluck’s reform, see Stefan Kunze, “Christoph Willibald 
Gluck, oder: die ‘Natur’ des musikalische Dramas,” orig. 1982, reprinted in Gluck und Opernreform, 390-418. 
 
11 H. C. Robbins Landon, “Some Thoughts on Gluck and the Reform of  the Opera,” in Essays on the Viennese 
Classical Style: Gluck, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven (London: Barrie & Rockliff, 1970), 22-38. 
 
12 Max Loppert, “’An Island Entire of  Itself ’: Gluck’s Telemaco,” in Words on Music: Essays in Honor of  Andrew 
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negating the question of  reform, Reinhard Strohm claimed that opera itself  is a “reform genre,” and 
that to exaggerate the importance of  the Viennese reform is to minimize the constantly changing 
nature of  the genre.13  These scholars have begun to break down the mythology surrounding this 
repertory, work that must continue if  the traditional, then-popular Italian serious opera of  the mid-
eighteenth century is to be valued in its own right. However, their approach still makes the questions 
essentially of  evaluation and evolution: was the reform successful and how did the reform fit into 
the story of  opera?  
My dissertation poses a different question. Although at the discursive level all operatic 
reforms share similar motivations, their execution in practice yielded extremely different results, each 
indicative of  the time and place in which they occurred. Despite their claims to pan-historical 
aesthetic truth and timeless ideals, operatic reforms are highly specific indicators of  their 
generation’s individual needs, desires, and fears.  The question I seek to answer is: what can the mid-
eighteenth-century reform tell us about opera and its composers, audiences and performers in 
Habsburg Vienna? I approach this question by interpreting both reformed and unreformed Italian 
serious opera in 1760s Vienna through four different but intersecting conceptual lenses: luxury and 
economics, political representation, theories of  body and communication, and a performer’s voice.14 
Opera played an important role in a widespread debate over luxury that pervaded Western Europe, 
an issue that comprised not only changing economics but paradigmatic shifts in social behavior.15  In 
                                                                                                                                                             
Porter, ed. David Rosen and Claire Brook (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2003), 199-206.  
 
13 Reinhard Strohm, Dramma per musica: Italian Opera seria of  the Eighteenth Century (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1997), 29.   
 
14 In some ways, each of  the approaches draws from the “microhistorical” methodology of  Carlo Ginzburg, 
who was in turn inspired by Erich Auerbach.  Ginzburg describes Auerbach’s method of  looking for 
Ansatzpunkte, concrete details from which global processes can be inductively reconstructed.  He believes that 
an individual case, if  explored in depth, can be theoretically relevant. See Ginzburg, “Latitude, Slaves, and the 
Bible: An Experiment in Microhistory,” Critical Inquiry 33 (Spring 2005): 666.  
 
15 Maxine Berg and Elisabeth Eger, Luxury in the Eighteenth Century: Debates, Desires, Delectable Goods (London: 
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the field of  medicine, new scientific observation began to transform the ways that people viewed 
emotion and communication, and the ways these were expressed in opera.16 The nature of  
sovereignty itself  was slowly shifting from absolutist models, requiring both new modes of  
government and new operatic representation. Vienna in the 1760s experienced a flowering of  
diverse approaches to the problem of  opera by a network of  performers and composers who 
blurred the lines between tradition and progress. Vienna itself  strongly shaped operatic practice: the 
multicultural, polyglot, imperial city was a crossroads of  French, German, and Italian culture (not to 
mention Slavic and Magyar cultures whose influence on opera is harder to trace), and its opera 
reflected this convergence of  conflicting and sometimes paradoxical ideas. The results of  my topical 
investigation cannot be unified into a cohesive linear narrative; thus my dissertation, while creating a 
broader and more contextualized understanding of  operatic reform, reveals the weaknesses of  
traditionally narrative approaches to music historiography.   
A few clarifications must be made with respect to the musical style and genre discussed in 
this dissertation. The subject of  this dissertation is Italian serious opera, commonly referred to today 
as opera seria, though this term was used rarely in the eighteenth century. Italian serious opera 
comprised a variety of  genres, each of  which had its own requirements and specifications.  Dramma 
per musica was the most common designation, exemplified by the lofty, historico-political three-act 
libretti of  Metastasio, though also including many operas that do not fit these rigorous 
qualifications.17 The term opera seria is often used synonymously with dramma per musica in modern 
parlance. The festa teatrale, on the other hand, was a festive, “marvelous” genre with two acts, 
                                                                                                                                                             
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 7, 13. 
 
16 Sergio Moravia, “From Homme machine to Homme sensible: Changing Eighteenth-Century Models of  Man’s 
Image,” Journal of  the History of  Ideas 39/1 (1978): 45-60. 
 
17 This can be seen by a perusal of  Claudio Sartori, I libretti italiani a stampa dalle origini al 1800, vols. 1-5 




   
involving a mythological plot and often used for dynastic celebration.18 The azione teatrale, a term 
coined by Metastasio, who wrote twelve examples of  the genre, was more intimate, with fewer 
characters and a more condensed, mythological plot.19 The tragedia or tragedia in musica was a much 
rarer designation, used in both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; Metastasio’s Catone in Utica 
(1728) is identified in various libretti printings equally as a dramma per musica and tragedia in musica. 
Though designations were often used interchangeably for the same work, it is no accident that the 
reformers favored genres outside of  the tradition-bound dramma per musica; in fact, several scholars 
have pointed out that elements commonly identified as reform elements are actually traditional 
characteristics of  the azione or festa teatrale, such as extended use of  chorus and integrated ballet, 
prevalent accompagnato, and mythological, concise plots.20 Many other less-common genre 
designations exist, such as azione lirica-drammatica, melodramma, dramma tragicomico, dramma pastorale per 
musica, componimento drammatico, and intermezzo tragico; in general, there is more diversity in generic 
specification toward the end than the beginning of  the century. (See Table 2 below for the genres of  
the operas under consideration.) While some composers seem urgently concerned with categorizing 
the genre of  their compositions, others seem to pay little attention to generic name. Commentators 
outside the music field, such as those writing the Habsburg court records or the Wiener Diarium, 
tended to use more general terms such as opera and operetta, suggesting that genre designations were 
much more important to the cognoscenti than the lay spectator and government bureaucrat. 
These genres differ greatly in subject matter, act structure, and in their relative amounts of  
                                                 
18 See Raymond Monelle, “Gluck and the Festa teatrale,” Music and Letter 54/3 (1973): 308-325, and Jacques 
Joly, Les fêtes théâtrales de Métastase à la cour de Vienne (1731–1767) (Paris: Clermont-Ferrand, 1978). 
 
19 See Michael Talbot, “Azione teatrale,” Grove Music Online, ed. L. Macy (www.grovemusic.com, accessed 
3/17/2011). 
 
20 See for example Arnold Jacobshagen, “Opernkritik und Opern-‘Reform,’” in Die Oper im 18. Jahrhundert, ed. 
Herbert Schneider and Reinhard Wiesend, 74-84 (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 2001); Reinhard Strohm, “Tradition 




   
chorus, ensemble and accompanied recitative.  However, they are linked in their musical style and in 
their highbrow conception, both of  which separate them from their comic Italian counterparts. 
They might be said to form a tightly knit musico-dramatic family of  genres. In their traditional and 
unreformed construction, all genres of  serious Italian opera are based on a fundamental alternation 
of  recitative and aria (with more or fewer exceptions according to genre), with a predominance of  
solo da capo arias in virtually identical formal, harmonic, and melodic style, and some tendency 
toward vocal display. (I describe the overarching serious Italian opera musical style that 
predominated in the mid-eighteenth century below.) In most cases, without knowledge of  the text, it 
is virtually impossible to differentiate a scene or aria in a dramma per musica from one in an azione 
teatrale, whereas a comic aria or scene would be immediately differentiable through its musical style 
and structure. Thus, any reforms to this basic formal, dramatic, and stylistic construction resonate 
across genres to the larger family of  Italian serious opera and its overarching complex of  cultural 
and political meanings. While scholars have increasingly pointed out the importance differences 
between these genres when discussing operatic reform, I believe considering these genres as a 
stylistically unified corpus also reveals important truths.21  
Much of  the groundwork for my project has been laid by the detailed descriptions of  
operatic practice in Vienna in this period by scholars like Gerhard Croll, Klaus Hortschantsky, Karl 
Geiringer, Patricia Howard, Bruce Alan Brown and Daniel Heartz, to be discussed below in more 
detail.  I conducted original archival research on operatic finances, schedules, and court protocol and 
investigated unpublished manuscripts and iconographic materials in Vienna at the Österreichisches 
Staatsarchiv, Theatermuseum, Wien Museum, and Nationalbibliothek. Besides these traditional 
sources of  musicological information, I have incorporated a wide variety of  cultural studies outside 
                                                 
21 Most recently, Ernest Harriss has discussed the importance of  considering Gluck’s Orfeo as an azione teatrale 
that should not be compared to dramma per musica.  See Harriss, “Johann Adolf  Hasse's Alcide al bivio and 
'Reform opera.'” In Johann Adolf  Hasse in seiner Zeit: Bericht über das Symposium vom 23. bis 26. März 1999 in 




   
of  musicology.22 Important cultural studies such as Roy Porter's (1996) collection on pleasure and 
Veronica Kelley's and Dorothea von Mücke's (1994) exploration of  the eighteenth-century body 
show cultural transformation as both revealed and effected by operatic composition and 
performance.  Utilizing recent literature on court culture as well as classic studies such that of  
Norbert Elias (1979), I reconnect these operas to their audiences by examining their courtly 
functions and their relations to contemporary art, fashion and behavior.  Similarly, I work in dialogue 
with a variety of  sources, including Jean-Marie Apostolidès (1981), Peter Burke (1984), and Jürgen 
Habermas (1962), on the representation of  sovereignty and the role of  art and artists therein.  
How both reformed and unreformed opera were performed at the mid-century is a 
fundamental issue that has only been preliminarily explored by scholars.23 Gluck and Calzabigi 
continually emphasized the importance of  performance and performers to the affective power of  
their operas; as Renato di Benedetto has argued, their level of  attack against operatic singers is 
indicative of  how powerful and effective they were in the theater.24 Similarly, Roger Savage has 
pointed out that Metastasio was much more involved with and interested in the staging of  his operas 
than previously thought, writing that “the evidence of  the letters is that, in order to achieve a proper 
impact on those spectators, he ‘pre-staged’ each opera in detail in his head, thinking out matters of  
                                                 
22 Some scholars have explored the connections between reform and other cultural movements in the 
eighteenth century, most focusing on the notion of  “enlightenment.” See Ernst Wangermann, “Wien und 
seine Kultur zur Zeit Glucks,” in Gluck in Wien, 13-20; Walther Siegmund-Schultze, “Wahrheit, Einfachheit, 
Natürlichkeit: Christoph Willibald Gluck—Ein Komponist zwischen den Zeiten?” Musik und Gesellschaft 
37/11 (1987): 562-67; Karl Geiringer, “Concepts of  the Enlightenment as Reflected in Gluck’s Italian 
Reform Operas,” Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 88 (1972): 567-6; Kurt Klinger, “Gluck e 
l’illuminsmo austriaco,” trans. Giulio Cogni, Chigiana 9-10 (1972-1973): 247-261, revised as “Gluck und der 
aufgeklärte Absolutismus in Österreich,” in Gluck und Opernreform, 353-372; and Erich Jäger, “Gluck und 
Goethe,” Die Musik 21 (1913-14): 131-139. 
 
23 The initial studies I have found include Patricia Howard, “’No Equal on Any Stage in Europe: Guadagni as 
Actor,” Musical Times 151 (Spring 2010): 9-21; and “Pedagogy and Performance Practice in Gluck’s Operas,” 
The Opera Journal 34 (2001): 3-14. 
 
24 Renato di Benedetto, “Poetics and Polemics,” in Opera in Theory and Practice, Myth and Image, ed. Lorenzo 





   
the active expression of  character, the ‘blocking’ of  individual scenes, and any functional aspects of  
the décor.”25  There is compelling evidence that the operatic reform was accompanied by a reform 
of  performance practice, especially in light of  the equally important reform of  dance occurring 
simultaneously in this same city, under the auspices of  Franz Hilverding (1710-1768), Gasparo 
Angiolini (1731-1803) and Jean-Georges Noverre (1727-1810).26  The singer Gaetano Guadagni 
(1728-1792), the creator of  Orfeo, was a catalytic force in Gluck’s reform, renowned for his 
unorthodox acting and singing style. In addition, the Habsburg royal family was famous for its 
dynastic musical tradition, with Maria Theresa and many of  her children being accomplished 
performers.27   
 Operatic examples of  both reform and tradition persisted in Vienna throughout Maria 
Theresa’s reign, and many of  the unreformed operas have been hitherto unexplored by scholarship. 
Despite the fact that the reform of  Calzabigi, Durazzo and Gluck was enormously influential to 
contemporaries like Florian Gassmann (1729-1774), Antonio Salieri (1750-1825), and Joseph Haydn 
(1732-1809), the traditional style of  serious Italian opera continued to be composed alongside 
reform opera in Vienna, particularly by the Empress’ favorite composer, Johann Adolph Hasse 
(1699-1783), who settled in Vienna in 1763.  In fact, the operatic “dream team” of  the great 
Cesarian poet Pietro Metastasio and Europe’s arguably most revered operatic composer Hasse began 
their most continuous collaboration in the 1760s, just as the projects of  Gluck, Calzabigi and 
Durazzo were taking form. Other composers who worked in Vienna in this period include Giuseppe 
Bonno (1711-1788) and Georg Christoph Wagenseil (1715-1777), and visiting composers Gian 
Francesco de Maio (1732-1770) and Tommaso Traetta (1727-1779). Gluck himself  did not entirely 
                                                 
25 Roger Savage, “Staging an Opera: Letters from the Cesarian Poet,” Early Music 26/4 (1998): 588. 
 
26 Gluck’s contribution to the world of  dance in collaboration with these choreographers is discussed in detail 
in Brown, Gluck and the French Theater (1991).  
 
27 Many of  Metastasio’s azione teatrali were written for performance by the royal family. 
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cease production of  what he might consider unreformed operas after he had produced Orfeo ed 
Euridice (1762).  Gluck’s operas have been too often considered in isolation; bringing the operas of  
all these composers together is vital for an accurate understanding of  influence, reception, and 
meaning.  As Richard Taruskin writes, “No period is in greater need of  fundamental research than 
the period that extended from the 1730s to the 1760… That period, long commonly known as the 
‘Preclassic’ … has been until recently the most systematically neglected span of  years in the whole 
history of  European ‘fine-art’ music.28 The phenomenon of  reform cannot be properly understood 
and interpreted without knowledge of  these largely forgotten operas, many of  which blur the 
boundaries between reform and tradition.  
As mentioned before, pioneering scholars have illuminated the context of  Viennese opera in 
the 1760s. The two most significant for my work have been Bruce Alan Brown and Daniel Heartz, 
the foremost English-language scholars of  opera and reform in Theresian Vienna, both of  whom 
have changed our understanding about the production of  opera in that city.  Brown describes 
reform opera as a successful amalgam of  French and Italian operatic forms, and claims that “Vienna 
in the years around 1760 was Europe’s most fertile ground for innovation in music drama both sung 
and danced.”29  Gluck’s experience as a composer of  opéra-comique and the new ballet-pantomime was 
integral to his and Calzabigi’s conception of  reform.  According to Brown, the combination of  
actors (impresario Giacomo Durazzo, composer Gluck, and librettist Ranieri de’ Calzabigi, among 
others), political climate, geography, and court theater management made Vienna the ideal location 
for the fullest reform of  opera.  Within his focus on Gluck, Brown provides a political-cultural 
overview of  Maria Theresa’s Vienna while unearthing the specifics of  music-theatrical production 
and practice. Brown’s work has shed light on the important connections between reform and 
                                                 
28 Taruskin, The Oxford History of  Western Music, vol. 2. The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 401. 
 




   
Viennese context, although his project deals only peripherally with the output of  other composers in 
the city.30 
 Daniel Heartz, in his Haydn, Mozart and the Viennese School, 1740-80 (1995), covers the 
production of  music in Vienna concomitant with the dates of  Maria Theresa’s reign and carefully 
describes the connection between court and music-making in the imperial city; his companion book, 
Music in European Capitals: The Galant Style, 1720-1780 (2003), is a vast survey that touches on many 
of  the other composers under consideration in this dissertation, such as Hasse, Traetta, de Maio, and 
Jommelli. In the case of  Vienna, Heartz sees the reform as the result of  a combination of  political, 
geographic, and economic factors, instigated by the right actors, including performers.  Of  the 
epochal creation of  Orfeo ed Euridice, Heartz writes: 
What happened in 1762, I propose, was the following.  The elements that enabled Gluck and 
Calzabigi to create a truly epochal reform opera were all in place then.  Of  roughly equal 
importance were the building blocks supplied by Gluck’s opéras-comiques and pantomime 
ballet, and Traetta’s Armida, which showed the way in linking stage action, including chorus 
and ballet, to an essentially singing-oriented Italian opera.  The catalyst was Guadagni, who 
was not only a great singer, but a fine actor, a pupil of  David Garrick’s school of  natural 
acting.  Orfeo ed Euridice is a show created around his great gifts.”31 
 
In his discussions of  the various reforms, Heartz focuses on the hard facts of  musical production, 
nuancing the musical description with some discussion of  larger aesthetic trends.  Despite the 
compendious nature of  Heartz’s volume, he leaves some room for further exploration, including 
Gluck’s non-canonic operas and the important collaboration of  Hasse and Metastasio in the 1760s 
                                                 
30 A notable exception is Hasse’s and Metastasio’s Alcide al bivio (1760). 
 





   
and 70s. Both Heartz and Brown have worked to reconnect the operas of  the reformers throughout 
Europe with their respective courtly establishments, demonstrating the importance of  the reigning 
sovereigns and government officials as catalysts for artistic change.32  
 The 1760s in Vienna was the decade of  closest collaboration between Hasse—the most 
esteemed Italian opera composer of  his time—and Metastasio—the most esteemed librettist in 
history.  Raffaele Mellace’s L’autunno del Metastasio: Gli ultimi drammi per musica di Johann Adolf  Hasse 
(2007) gives much-needed attention to this collaboration, providing in-depth musical and 
dramaturgical analysis of  their work together.  Mellace’s insightful book reveals the compositional 
complexity and individuality that can be found in a genre usually characterized as stereotyped and 
rigid.  However, Mellace’s contextualization of  this output is rather thin, outside of  a brief  
discussion of  the operas composed for Habsburg dynastic occasion.  There is virtually no discussion 
of  the reform or the works of  other composers active in Vienna, perhaps on the basis of  the insular 
nature of  both Metastasio’s and Hasse’s compositions at this point in history. But even a cursory 
exploration of  the context reveals important ties between these composers’ works and other operas 
and events surrounding them, as I hope to show. 
 Martha Feldman’s recent Opera and Sovereignty (2007) fills a major gap in musical 
historiography by describing the operatic world between Handel and Mozart on its own terms.  Her 
book is primarily concerned with the relationship between serious Italian opera and political 
sovereignty in Italy, and how this relationship changes throughout the eighteenth century, “when the 
principal trope of  opera seria, elaborating the motif  of  the magnanimous prince, was colliding with 
                                                 
32 See Brown, “Mon opéra italien’: Giacomo Durazzo and the Genesis of  Alcide al bivio,” in Pietro Metastasio: 
Uomo universale (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2000), and “Gluck’s Rencontre imprévue 
and its Revisions,” Journal of  the American Musicological Society 36/3 (1983): 498-518; as well as Heartz, “Haydn’s 
Acide e Galatea and the Imperial Wedding Operas of  1760 by Hasse and Gluck,” in Joseph Haydn: Proceedings of  
the International Joseph Haydn Congress at Vienna, ed. Eva Badura-Skoda (Munich: Henle Verlag, 1986), and 
“Haydn und Gluck im Burgtheater um 1760: Der neue krumme Teufel, Le Diable à quatre, und die Sinfonie ‘Le 
Soir,’” in Bericht u ber den Internationalen Musikwissenschaftlichen Kongress Bayreuth 1981, ed. Christoph-Hellmut 




   
a growing bourgeois public sphere.”33  Through several detailed case studies, Feldman explores how 
opera seria could change meanings in various contexts and time periods, and how composers, 
singers and audiences adapted the form to reflect changing needs.  Her book is a strong step 
forward in remedying the lack Taruskin points out.  My dissertation draws on and expands 
Feldman’s work, by exploring mid-century Italian serious opera in the Habsburg empire through a 
variety of  contextual lenses. 
 Opera was not only musical entertainment; it presented an opportunity for negotiating 
social, physical, emotional and political realities. Opera, among the most multifaceted of  art forms, is 
a rich transmitter of  cultural information, relaying meanings that are multiple and contradictory. 
Operatic reform is a phenomenon that occurs again and again at critical points of  cultural 
transformation. My dissertation seeks to interpret reform’s multiple meanings within the opera and 
culture of  the mid-eighteenth century in Vienna.  I examine the operatic products of  this time and 
place in a context of  conflict and dialogue, combining archival research, cultural studies, musical 
analysis, and performance.  The operas written during this small cross-section of  musical history 
reflect multiple levels of  cultural significance and activity, ranging from the Foucauldian “epistemic” 
to the seemingly mundane.  I hope that such a re-contextualization of  these operas into their 
intellectual and physical world will remove the taint of  teleology that has subtly marked much of  the 




My first chapter places the repertory of  Italian serious opera at the court of  Maria Theresa in the 
context of  Habsburg operatic presentations, and discusses the archival and musical bases for my 
approach to galant aesthetics.   My second chapter deals with the connections between the Viennese 
                                                 




   
reform, the pan-European luxury debates, and the Francophile, rococo court of  Maria Theresa.34 In 
Calzabigi’s 1767 letter to the Archduke Leopold, he described operatic excesses as “beauty spots, 
rouge, powder, and diamonds on the face, head, and neck of  an ape,” linking the realms of  
fashionable consumption and opera.35 As Calzabigi and Gluck launched their famous attack in 1760s 
Vienna against the “musical gargling” and “shapeless excesses” plaguing opera, neo-classicists in 
France denounced the “Gothic and barbaric” trends of  art and fashion in the goût moderne. While 
there are significant differences between Italian operatic practice and an essentially French aesthetic 
movement, the discourses surrounding them are strikingly similar, with the condemnation of  
frivolous operatic ornament being echoed in the chastisement of  contemporary painting, fashion, 
and cosmetics.  Operatic music, with its shimmering coloratura, was described by reformers like 
Calzabigi and Algarotti as dangerously seductive, likened to the glittering papillotage of  rococo art and 
fashion. The connections between opera and luxury reached beyond the discursive world as well. 
Opera was a luxury item in itself, especially with its exorbitantly expensive star singers, who often 
wore the latest fashions onstage and functioned as traveling, vocalizing fashion plates.  The first part 
of  the chapter investigates the discourse on opera as both luxurious practice and commodity.   The 
second part of  the chapter comprises an analysis of  the court's theatrical records, which reveal that 
Gluck’s reform operas were not only purged of  operatic excess, but produced in a context of  
theatrical economization and streamlining.  The debates over luxury took place on the stage as well 
on the page, and thus the final section of  this chapter analyzes the operatic personification of  virtue 
and pleasure in Hasse’s and Metastasio’s festive opera Alcide al bivio (1760), an allegorical battle 
waged through music.  Alcide al bivio, premiered two years before Gluck's Orfeo ed Euridice, comprises 
                                                 
34 The Francophile nature of  the court began with Maria Theresa’s ascension to the throne and was largely 
influenced by her Lothringian husband. It would be amplified considerably in the 1750s when the monarchy 
worked toward and achieved a political alliance with France, engineered by the empress’s councilor Kaunitz, 
who will be discussed in more detail below. 
 




   
an operatic manifesto on the roles of  dramatic truth and sonic pleasure that contrasts markedly with 
Gluck's austere aesthetics.  Hasse's representation of  operatic pleasure creates a fascinating musical 
corollary to the seductive papillotage of  contemporary fashion and painting.36   
 My third chapter investigates the meaning of  performance in mid-century Viennese opera 
generally—how theories of  performance changed in tandem with larger conceptions of  selfhood, 
the body, and expression.  Joseph von Sonnenfel's Briefe uber die Wienerische Schaubühne (1767-69) 
provides an eye-witness account of  the first performances of  Gluck's Alceste (1767). When he wrote, 
“Bernasconi played Alceste with a truth (Wahrheit), feeling (Empfindung) and sympathy 
(Antheilnehmung) that are marveled at...,37 Sonnenfels tied Gluck’s opera to the contemporary 
fascination with sympathetic communication.  Often confined today to studies of  sentimental 
literature, sympathy was a broad phenomenon related to the legibility of  emotion in the expressive 
body. The eighteenth-century theory of  sympathy was influenced by changing medical views on the 
physiology of  emotion, which was moving from a mechanistic to a more “sensible” conception.  
Thus, theatrical sympathy demanded that performers use voice and body in radically new ways, as 
was clearly demonstrated by David Garrick, an English theatrical reformer with direct links to 
Vienna.  Rather than enacting the text in a rhetorical sense, the performers must exhibit their 
interior emotion directly, rendering the body completely transparent and legible, and creating the 
dynamic stage tableau advocated by Garrick and Diderot. The concept of  absorption, as analyzed by 
Michael Fried in his study of  mid-eighteenth-century French painting, cut performers off  from the 
audience while simultaneously strengthening the bonds of  sympathy.38  
                                                 
36 In spring of  2009 I mounted a production of  Alcide al bivio, which bore out these philosophical and 
aesthetic ideas in performance; this will be discussed in the Epilogue. 
 
37 Sonnenfels, Briefe über die Wienerische Schaubühne (1768), ed. Hilde Haider-Pregler, Wiener Neudrucke 9 
(Graz: Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1988), 25. 
 
38 Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of  Diderot (Chicago: University of  
Chicago Press, 1980). 
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 Sonnenfels’ document allows us to understand Gluck’s operas from a specifically Germanic literary 
perspective,39 linking them to pervasive Viennese interest in developing its own brand of  “German” 
culture, as would come to the fore with Joseph II’s creation of  a German National Theater in 1776.40  
Sonnenfels claims that Gluck's operas are a school for operatic acting, but he also describes them as 
a school of  sympathy for the Viennese audience, presenting the example of  the virtuous, suffering 
Alceste, a likeness of  the empress-widow Maria Theresa.  His writings open a door to understanding 
how reform opera functioned as living theater and inspires new directions for the performance of  
Alceste today. 
             My fourth chapter narrows the focus to a single individual: the castrato Gaetano Guadagni, 
credited by Calzabigi for the success of  the Orfeo ed Euridice. Guadagni's voice and its influence on 
Viennese operatic composition emerge in rarely explored scores found at the Austrian National 
Library. As the primo uomo in almost every opera seria production during his Viennese sojourn from 
1762-1765, Guadagni sang for composers who worked at both extremes of  reform and tradition, 
and analyzing his roles illuminates hitherto unexplored relationships between the works of  Gluck 
and his contemporaries.  The operas in which he sang exhibit an extremely wide variety of  
compositional style and dramatic theme, but Guadagni’s singular abilities always left their mark upon 
the resulting score.  Exploring these roles allows us to understand the operas as resulting from a 
small community of  people who worked in close quarters, alternately as competitors and 
collaborators, and provides a snapshot of  eighteenth-century opera seria as living art and labor.  In 
the course of  this chapter I explore the intersection of  singer, characterization, and composition. 
The arias written for this castrato exhibit remarkable differences from the prevailing musical style, 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
39 On the relationship between Gluck’s reform and German literary culture, see Simon Richter, “Sculpture, 
music, text: Winckelmann, Herder and Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride.” Goethe Yearbook 8 (1996): 157-171; and 
Jäger, “Gluck und Goethe.” 
 




   
whether depicting him as earnest lover, conquering hero, or tortured soul. Guadagni's vocal and 
acting talents proved him to be a new type of  operatic hero, characterized not through dazzling 
effect or superhuman talent, but through expressive declamation, sincerity and pathos evocative of  
Winckelmann’s (1755) classicist ideals. 
         The final chapter explores the dialogue emerging from the constellation of  operas, reformed 
and unreformed, brought together for a specific dynastic event: the wedding of  Joseph II to Maria 
Josepha of  Bavaria in 1765. I analyze the multitude of  wedding entertainments—including the 
operas Telemaco (Gluck and Coltellini), Il Parnaso confuso (Gluck and Metastasio), and Il trionfo d’Amore 
(Gassmann and Metastasio), as well as the ballet-pantomime Sémiramis (Gluck and Angiolini)—in 
terms of  their political relevance and connection to sovereign representation. While most literature 
on courtly culture and monarchical representation focuses on the high Baroque culture expressed in 
the courts of  Maria Theresa’s father and grandfather, this chapter will explore the changing role of  
opera in sustaining sovereignty at a time of  great political and economic transition, contrasting the 
public and private reception of  court opera at mid-century. In their original context as Habsburg 
wedding entertainments, Gluck’s Telemaco and Sémiramis also reveal fascinating intersections between 
reform and political representation. These works gave Gluck an opportunity to increase his personal 
standing with the court and simultaneously announce his reform ideals to an international audience 
of  Europe's elite. Drawing on archival reports, political theory and musical analysis, I will explore 
the meanings at work in this large-scale dynastic event and the competition between the various 
representations of  Habsburg monarchy.  Opera seria, especially at the Habsburg court, was always 
connected to dynastic representation; thus the Gluckian reform, for all its emphasis on purely 
aesthetic ideals, cannot escape the realm of  the political.   
Repertory 
The Viennese repertory of  opera seria from 1760-1771, listed in Table 1 below, illuminates the 
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flowering of  varied approaches to the “problem” of  opera seria of  mid-century, and the increasing 
tension between public taste, aesthetic innovation, and dynastic representation.  
 
Table 1: Opera seria produced at the Viennese court theater, 1760-1771 (Bold indicates works 
newly composed for Vienna).41 
 
1760  Demetrio (dramma per musica, Metastasio (1731), Wagenseil [1746], ?) 
 I Tintaridi (dramma per musica, Frugoni, Traetta [1760], ?)   
Alcide al bivio (festa teatrale, Metastasio, Hasse, Oct.7)  
 for the wedding of  Joseph II 
Tetide (serenata, Migliavacca, Gluck, Oct. 10)  
 for the wedding of  Joseph II 
Issipile (dramma per musica, Metastasio (1732), G. Scarlatti, Nov. 25) 
 
1761   Armida (azione teatrale, Migliavacca, Traetta, Jan. 3)  
  for the birthday of  Isabella of  Parma 
 
1762  L’Atenaide overo Gli affetti generosi (azione teatrale, Metastasio, Bonno, unperf.)  
  for performance by the archduchesses 
Il Prometeo assoluto (serenata, Migliavacca, Wagenseil, Mar. 23)  
 for Isabella’s parturition 
Il trionfo di Clelia (dramma per musica, Metastasio, Hasse, Apr. 27)  
 for Isabella’s parturition 
Arianna (festa teatrale, Migliavacca, Gluck, Aug. 31)  
Orfeo ed Euridice (azione teatrale, Calzabigi, Gluck, Oct. 5)  
 for the name-day of  Francis Stephen 
 
1763  Artaserse (dramma per musica, Metastasio [1730], G. Scarlatti [1747], Jan. 4)  
  for Shrove Tuesday42 
Ifigenia in Tauride (dramma per musica, Coltellini, Traetta, Schönbrunn, Oct. 4)   
 for the name-day of  Francis Stephen 
 
1764 Ezio—2nd Version (dramma per musica, Metastasio [1728], Gluck, Dec. 26)  
 for first day of  Carnival season 
 Egeria (festa teatrale, Metastasio, Hasse, April 24)  
  for coronation of  Joseph II 
 Enea e Ascanio (cantata, Coltellini, Gluck(?), Apr. ?)  
  for coronation of  Joseph II-MUSIC LOST 
 Alcide negli orti Esperidi (dramma per music [2 acts], Coltellini, Majo, June 9)  
  for the birthday/name-day of  Archduke Ferdinand 
 L’olimpiade (dramma per musica, Metastasio [1733], Gassmann, Kärtnerthortheater,  
                                                 
41 This list is based on Zechmeister, Gumpenhuber, and manuscripts at the Musiksammlung of  the 
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek. 
 




   
  Oct. 18) 
  for the name-day of  Maria Theresa 
 
1765 Il Parnaso confuso (serenata, Metastasio, Gluck, Jan. 24)  
  for the wedding of  Joseph II 
 Il trionfo d’Amore (azione teatrale, Metastasio, Gassmann, Jan. 25)  
  for the wedding of  Joseph II 
 Telemaco o sia L’isola di Circe (dramma per musica, Coltellini, Gluck, Jan. 30)  
  for the wedding of  Joseph II 
 Romolo ed Ersilia (dramma per musica, Metastasio, Hasse, Innsbruck, Aug. 6) 
for the wedding of  Leopold II 
 La corona (azione teatrale, Metastasio, Gluck, Oct. 4-unperformed)  
  for the name-day of  Francis Stephen 
 
1766 [Court in mourning for the death of  Francis Stephen] 
 
1767 Partenope (festa teatrale, Metastasio, Hasse, Sep. 9) 
for the betrothal of  Maria Josepha to Ferdinand IV of  Naples 
 L’Amore e Psiche (dramma per musica, Coltellini, Gassmann, Oct. 5)  
  for the name-day of  Francis Stephen 
 Alceste (tragedia [messa in musica], Calzabigi, Gluck, Dec. 26) 
 




1770 Paride ed Elena (dramma per musica, Calzabigi, Gluck, Nov. 3) 
 
1771 Armida (dramma per musica, Coltellini, Salieri, June 2) 
 
The 1760s were a watershed decade for opera seria, encompassing both the beginning of  the 
Gluckian reform and the final collaboration of  Hasse and Metastasio. Yet the flowering of  opera 
seria in the first half  of  the 1760s in Vienna proved to be short-lived, with the genre becoming 
increasingly rare on the court stages during Maria Theresa’s and her son’s reigns—not surprising 
given the antipathy of  Joseph II toward serious opera. As he wrote in a letter to Kaunitz in 1781: 
“In regard to serious opera from Italy, it is too late to arrange something good; and anyway, it is such 
a boring spectacle that I do not think I will ever use it.”43 In the end, it was neither the faction of  
                                                 
43 Quoted in Joseph II., Leopold II. und Kaunitz: Ihr Briefwechsel, ed. Adolf  Beer (Vienna, 1873), 92. The 
performance records of  the court theaters from 1776 to 1810 can be found in Hadamowsky, Die Wiener 
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Metastasio and Hasse nor that of  Calzabigi and Gluck whose music expressed the operatic 
preference of  the following generation, but rather, as Landon posited, opera buffa, which dominated 
the stages of  Vienna for the remainder of  the century.44 Opera seria would be extremely rare, except 
during Leopold II’s short reign (1790-92), when he spared no expense in attempting to re-institute 
the genre in the court theater.45 However, Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride, Alceste  and Orfeo ed Euridice 
were mounted by Joseph II in 1781-1782—in German translation—as an homage to the aging 
reformer.46   
These revivals presage the valorization and mythicizing of  Gluck in the nineteenth century, 
when operatic seriousness returned with a vengeance and where ideals of  emotional realism and 
dramatic integrity would be promoted with more vehemence than ever. Operatic reform is at once 
pan-historical and historically-specific phenomenon. The discursive ideals of  reform—the 
dichotomy between dramatic truth (nature) and sensual pleasure (artifice) pervade our musical 
thinking today, when we contrast “soulful” acoustic singer-songwriters with “frivolous” pop divas 
and electronica. Yet the specific meanings and resonances of  those ideals are highly specific to the 
culture in which they are expressed. By reconsidering the meanings of  reform, we can clear a space 
                                                                                                                                                             
Hoftheater (Staatstheater) 1776-1966. Verzeichnis der aufgefu hrten Stu  cke mit Bestandsnachweis und ta  glichen Spielplan 
(Wien: Prachner, 1966), supplemented by Dorothea Link, The National Court Theater in Mozart’s Vienna: Sources 
and Documents, 1783-1792 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).  In addition to the Gluckian revival and Leopold 
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1790 include Daliso e Delmita (dramma per musica by Salieri, 1776); Armida (dramma per music by Giovanni 
Amadeo Naumann) and L’isola disabitata (azione teatrale by Naumann) in 1777; Ifigenia in Tauride (opera seria 
by Traetta, first produced in Vienna in 1762) and Le vicende d’amore (dramma per musica by Pietro Guglielmi) 
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vicende d’amore (dramma in musica by Guglielmi), Il pittore parigino (dramma per music by Cimarosa) and Giulio 
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Auerspergs, Lobkowitzs and Esterházys staged occasional examples of  the genre.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
The Opera Seria of  Maria Theresa’s Court and Galant Aesthetics 
 
Opera in Habsburg Dynastic Culture 
 
Italian opera seria was integral to the political representation and courtly festivity of  the Habsburg 
empire.  Unlike the French opera and theater that formed the bulk of  the Theresian repertory when 
Gluck began working at the court in the mid-1750s, Italian opera had been entwined with dynastic 
mythology for over a century, and any significant changes to the genre or practice must be viewed 
with this heritage in mind. The Habsburgs were quick to import the newly invented genre of  Italian 
opera to their court in the seventeenth century, which is not surprising considering the strong Italian 
political connections and territorial holdings of  the dynasty.  The Habsburgs were in fact the first 
German court to employ Italian opera for dynastic glorification, and would eventually develop 
notoriety for their personal musical talents.1 The first known operatic productions may have been as 
early as 1617 in Prague, when works of  Francesco Rasi (1574-1621) were performed for the 
Emperor Matthias (1557-1619).2 Production increased in frequency during the 1630s under 
Ferdinand II (1578-1637). An operatic institution of  thirty-five performers, composers and other 
artists was developed, spurred by Ferdinand’s connections to the Gonzaga family; he set the 
precedent of  performing Italian opera on dynastic birthdays and name-days.3  His successor, 
Ferdinand III (1608-1657), was a talented musician and composer himself, but he was unable to 
sustain the high quantity of  operatic production because of  the financial demands of  the Thirty 
Years War (1618-1648).  
                                                 
1 Sabine Radermacher, “Die Gattung des Festa teatrale und Hasses Egeria, “Hasse Studien 5 (2002): 33. 
 
2 This paragraph summarizes information on seventeenth-century Habsburg operatic development from 
Herbert Seifert, “The Establishment, Development, and Decline of  Operatic Institutions in Austria,” Italian 
Opera in Central Europe, ed. Melania Bucciarelli et al. (Berlin: Berliner Wissenschafts-Verlag, 2006), 13-14. 
Francesco Rasi sang in Jacopo Peri’s Euridice and premiered the title role in Monteverdi’s Orfeo. 
 
3 In 1622 Ferdinand II married Eleonora Gonzaga of  Mantua (1598–1655), his second marriage. 
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 The reign of  Leopold I (1659-1705) signaled the beginning of  what is usually considered the 
High Baroque period in Habsburg history, a time of  great courtly opulence and “perhaps the 
greatest building boom in the monarchy’s history.”4 Leopold strongly believed in the importance of  
imperial public relations and dynastic representation.5 Leopold’s architect Johann Bernard Fischer 
von Erlach (1656-1723) would leave an indelible mark on the city of  Vienna that communicated to 
both its residents and visitors the innate sovereignty of  the Habsburg rulers. Leopold was also an 
avid supporter of  Italian literature and culture in general, and Italian was in fact the language of  his 
court.6 As John Spielmann writes, “Italian styles had long been influential north of  the Alps, 
especially in the sixteenth century, when Habsburg patronage embraced the whole spectrum of  
humanist learning... With the victory of  the Tridentine reforms in the seventeenth century, this 
influence grew more pronounced as more artists and architects were brought from Italy to work in 
Vienna.”7 
Leopold invested heavily in opera because its powerful representational capacity intersected 
with his personal musical interests.8 In addition to composing numerous operas, he patronized opera 
for all dynastic events, such as weddings, coronations, name-days, and birthdays, most famously the 
production of  Marc Antonio Cesti’s Il pomo d’oro in 1668.  From 1666 to 1668, Cesti was in residence 
at Vienna, followed by Antonio Draghi, who became Kapellmeister in 1682. In 1694, three court 
composers were enlisted: Carlo Agostino Badia, Johann Joseph Fux, and Giovanni Bononcini. The 
                                                 
4 Charles Ingrao, Habsburg Monarchy, 1618-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 122. 
 
5 John P. Spielmann, The City and the Crown: Vienna and the Imperial Court, 1600-1740 (West Lafayette, IN: 
Purdue University Press, 1993), 103. 
 
6 Radermacher, “Festa teatrale,” 34. 
 
7 Spielmann, City and Crown, 107. 
 





   
high level of  operatic production that Leopold had established continued during the reigns of  his 
two sons, Joseph I (1678-1711) and Charles VI (1685-1740).  Under the latter, Antonio Caldara and 
Francesco Conti composed opera, while Fux was relegated to smaller dramatic works.  Caldara 
composed operas each year for the name-days and birthdays of  the emperor and empress, as well as 
Carnival-season operas and one to two oratorios per year.9  Like their father, Joseph and Charles 
fostered an Italianate court, though Charles perhaps held a closer connection to Spanish culture.10  
The operas during their reigns were produced primarily in the Rang-Logen-Theater, originally built 
in 1631, redesigned in the Italian style by Francesco Galli-Bibiena in 1700.11 
During the reign of  Charles VI, Habsburg culture reached its baroque apex. His territory 
was the largest in Habsburg history, second only to Russia; his population of  seventeen million 
people was second only to France.12 His court was also the largest in Habsburg history, with up to 
two thousand members in the second quarter of  the eighteenth century.13 Charles had planned on 
building a summer palace in a suburb of  Vienna, now the modern palace of  Versailles, that would 
have rivaled Versailles. The grandeur of  Charles’ reign and his dreams for a global, unified Habsburg 
empire are perhaps best symbolized by the massive Karlskirche, completed in 1739, a year before his 
death, commissioned to celebrate the deliverance from the plague in 1713. Another Fischer von 
Erlach design, the structure took over 20 years to complete. 
His operatic production matched this glory, no more clearly than in his appointment of  
                                                 
9 Somer-Mathis, Tu felix Austria, 28. 
 
10 With the death of  Charles II in 1700, Louis XIV proclaimed the Bourbon Duke Philip of  Anjou as Philip 
V of  Spain, ending Habsburg reign in that nation. The War of  Spanish Succession (1701-1714) left Charles 
VI with only Catalonia, and this loss of  Habsburg primacy throughout the world plagued his remaining years 
as emperor. His last word was rumored to be “Barcelona.” 
 
11 Somer-Mathis, Tu felix Austria, 14. 
 
12 Ingrao, Habsburg, 121. 
 




   
Pietro Metastasio as imperial court poet in 1730.14 Although many of  Metastasio’s most iconic 
libretti—Artaserse, Alessandro nell’Indie, Didone abbandonata, Semiramide riconosciuta—were written before 
he came to Vienna, his work for the court is a clear reflection of  Habsburg mythology and values, 
such that Metastasio should be seen as the Habsburgs’ most important “PR representative.”15 
Between 1730 and 1740, when Charles died, Metastasio wrote eleven operas, including L’olimpiade, 
Demofoonte, and La clemenza di Tito, eleven occasional works, and seven oratorios. All of  these works 
are strongly imbued with the particularly Habsburg counter-Reformation values of  pietas and 
clementia, which intertwine seamlessly with Metastasio’s Arcadian aesthetics.16 Caldara was the most 
frequent local composer of  Metastasio’s libretti, with Conti, Fux, Porsile, Reutter, and Predieri also 
contributing.  
Yet the glory of  Charles’ reign marked the end of  an era. Charles spent his entire life trying 
to ensure the unity of  the Habsburg holdings and the continuation of  the dynastic line, for both 
were threatened: neither Joseph I nor Charles VI had been able to produce a male heir. Charles 
became obsessed with garnering support for his “Pragmatic Sanction,” which would allow female 
succession and guarantee the indivisibility of  the Habsburg holdings, yet the promises of  diplomats 
and allies proved easily broken.17 Nor could the dynasty sustain the financial burden of  high baroque 
splendor. Charles’s death, caused by the famous “mushrooms that changed history,” and the 
ascension of  his daughter Maria Theresa, launched a war of  succession that would vastly change the 
culture of  the Habsburg court, the shape of  the empire, and the production of  opera. 
                                                 
14 For more on opera production at the court of  Charles VI, see Andrea Sommer-Mathis, “Von Barcelona 
nach Wien: Die Einrichtung des Musik- und Theaterbetriebes am Wiener Hof  durch Kaiser Karl VI,” in 
Musica conservata: Gunter Brosche zum 60. Geburtstag, (1990), 355-380. 
 
15 Radermacher, “Festa teatrale,” 35. 
 
16 Elisabeth Theresa Hilscher, “Antike Mythologie und habsburgischer Tugendkodex,” in Pietro Metastasio: 
Uomo universale, 65. 
 




   
 
The Reign and Reforms of  Maria Theresa 
 
Charles Ingrao characterizes Maria Theresa’s reign as fundamentally that of  reform, an idea that has 
significant ramifications for our understanding of  operatic reform.18  Maria Theresa did not espouse 
the revolutionary, enlightened despotism that her son would be famous for—she was a more 
complex mixture of  conservative and radical—but she was forced from the time of  her coronation 
to be a reformer. She was also forced to radically redefine Habsburg sovereignty in line with her 
gender and financial imperatives.19 The empire had changed greatly with Charles’ death; it had lost 
German-speaking Silesia, which left the empire with less than a third of  its population speaking 
German,20 and many Italian territories, which weakened the strong Italian cultural connections that 
had characterized the dynastic for two hundred years.21 The young empress had a gift for finding 
talented advisors, and most of  the men she surrounded herself  with were entrenched in the attitudes 
of  cameralism, which sought the supreme welfare of  the state through techniques that seem very 
similar to enlightenment ideals—improved social welfare, streamlined administration, highly-
developed industry and economy, public education—although without glorifying the sovereignty of  
the individual state subject.22 Her first important advisor was Count Friedrich Wilhelm von 
                                                 
18 Ingrao, Habsburg, 160. On the relationship between operatic reform and the enlightened absolutism of  
Maria Theresa, see Kurt Klinger, “Gluck und der aufgeklärte Absolutismus in Österreich,” in Gluck und die 
Opernreform, 353-372 
 
19 Michael Yonan, Empress Maria Theresa and the Politics of  Imperial Art (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2011), Chapter 1. 
 
20 Ingrao, Habsburg, 199. 
 
21 Franz A. J. Szabo, “The Cultural Transformation of  the Habsburg Monarchy in the Age of  Metastasio, 
1730-1780,” in Metastasio at Home and Abroad: Papers from the International Symposium Faculty of  Music, The 
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Haugwitz (1702-1765); together the two engineered a system of  reformed unparalleled in the 
monarchy’s history. By 1756, they had doubled tax revenue from twenty to forty million florins, 
increased the army to 180,000 troops, created the best public education system in Europe (with 6000 
schools), and completely overhauled the political administration.23 Maria Theresa’s reign was marred 
by her religious intolerance, as she continued to root out Protestantism and segregate Jews in her 
empire, and her dependence on the landed estates, which allowed her only to reduce and not to 
remove the abusive robot duty of  serfs, but the empire she molded would have been unrecognizable 
to previous generations. 
This reformist attitude extended also to the culture of  the court. Biographer Edward 
Crankshaw writes: 
We have no record of  the young queen’s attitude toward the strange and sometimes 
oppressive mixture of  brilliance and solemnity, aspiration and secular pomposity which 
marked the epoch of  her father and her grandfather.  All we know is that she did not 
continue the style.  It is clear that her personal taste was for the cool, unforced, glancing 
extravagances of  the rococo which was wholly and wholeheartedly of  this world.  Cheerfully 
excluding all intensity of  feeling, concerned only with extracting the utmost possible 
elegance out of  any given situation, no longer flatly denying nature, but seeking to 
harmonise with it, it thus indirectly, and with the emphasis on elegance, begins to exalt the 
human sensibility, reflecting a changing mood.24 
 
The modern Schönbrunn palace is the result of  Maria Theresa’s “moderate” approaches to 
monarchical splendor, reduced to its present dimensions from Fischer von Erlach’s original massive 
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plan by the Italian architect Niccolò Pacassi.  Such extravagant baroque building had become not 
only unaffordable, but unfashionable.25  Maria Theresa removed the rigid Spanish courtly protocol 
of  her father, preferring instead a more relaxed, intimate atmosphere, while still retaining the 
requisite luxury and imperial display; as Crankshaw writes, “The Court at this time was a highly 
idiosyncratic mixture of  glittering ceremonial and informality.”26   
As will be discussed further in Chapter 2, the rococo culture of  the court was influenced by 
new French connections—certainly the empress’s marriage to Francis Stephen of  Lorraine, crowned 
Holy Roman Emperor Franz I in 1745, but also, more importantly, a new political alliance with 
France, engineered by Maria Theresa’s second important advisor, Count Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz 
(1711-1794).27 French became the favored language of  the court, although it was not universally 
understood.28 Unfortunately, this renversal des alliances, forged in 1756 through the Treaty of  Paris, 
joining the two most powerful nations in continental Europe, upset the balance of  power to such a 
degree that it incited (or gave an excuse for) Frederick II of  Prussia to go to war against them, 
leading to the Seven Years’ War. With France’s defeats in Canada and India and the loss of  Russian 
support after the death of  Tsarina Elizabeth, the Habsburg empire could not withstand the assaults 
of  Britain-backed Prussia. In 1763, the Peace of  Hubertusberg left the Empire in the same state in 
which it began the war, but with crushing financial losses—the imperial debt more than doubled 
from 124 million to 280 million florins.29 Each country that participated in this catastrophic war was 
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left in a state of  economic ruin.30  
Yet Maria Theresa seized this as an opportunity for further comprehensive reforms in the 
1760s, this time orchestrated by her now primary advisor Kaunitz. These substantially increased the 
state revenue, leading to the first two balanced budgets in the monarchy’s history in 1775 and 1777, 
and generally improved the standard of  living in the empire.31  Although no causal relationship can 
be reliably inferred, it still seems significant that these events coincided with the operatic reforms of  
Gluck and Calzabigi.  Indeed, Maria Theresa’s reign of  change extended to the entire theatrical 
establishment of  Vienna. 
 
Operatic Composition and the Theatrical Establishment in Vienna, 1740-1780 
   
The reduction in courtly pomp and baroque ostentation of  Maria Theresa’s court was mirrored in all 
realms of  operatic production, from the types of  composition, to the numbers employed, to the size 
of  the theaters.  This is illustrated in the output of  Metastasio, who remained court poet throughout 
Maria Theresa’s reign.  Whereas during Charles VI’s reign Metastasio composed primarily three-act 
festive operas and large-scale oratorios for the professional court theater, under Maria Theresa he 
tended toward smaller theatrical pieces such as azione teatrali and licenze, many of  which were 
intended for amateur performers, including members of  the imperial family.32 His output between 
1740 and 1780 included twenty of  these smaller occasional works, eight solo complimenti, no 
                                                 
30 This includes Prussia, which, according to France Szabo, did not win this war because of  the military 
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Habsburg Empress Elizabeth of  Russia. See Szabo, The Seven Years’ War in Europe, 1756-1763 (Harlow: 
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oratorios, and only ten dramme per musica in thirty years, as opposed to the eleven he wrote in his 
decade under Charles.33 Maria Theresa was particularly fond of  these smaller-scale pieces performed 
by members of  the royal family, and she built private theaters in her palaces at Schönbrunn (1747) 
and Laxenburg (1753), which saw archdukes and archduchesses performing La rispettosa tenerezza 
(1750), Il re pastore (1751), L’eroe cinese (1752), Tributo di rispetto, e d’amore (1754), La Gara (1755), Gli 
affetti generosi (1762), and Il Parnaso confuso (1765).34  This love of  amateur music-making might stem 
from the fact that the empress was a gifted singer herself, taught by none other than her favorite 
composer, Hasse.35 However, Maria Theresa’s interest in the theater diminished gradually over the 
years; as Brown writes, “that she continued attending at all was probably because it was convenient 
to hold audiences in her box.”36 Her husband Francis Stephen remained the true theater buff  to the 
end, but his interest was in French theater, not Italian opera. 
 Maria Theresa’s successive institutional overhauls of  her theatrical establishment would have 
a profound effect on the opera composed in Vienna.  Her first important step was the construction 
of  a new court theater in 1741 to replace the baroque Galli-Bibiena theater of  her father; the older 
theater would be transformed into the Redoutensaal. This new Burgtheater and the existing 
Kärtnertortheater (built 1708-9) were essentially the only theaters in Vienna proper, and both were 
nominally court theaters, although the Kärtnertortheater had long served as a kind of  civic theater.  
The new Burgtheater was designed by Friedrich Wilhelm Weiskern on an existing tennis court in the 
                                                 
33 Don Neville, “Metastasio, Pietro,” Grove Music Online. (Accessed 14 January 2010), 
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34 Somer-Mathis, Tu felix Austria, 74-75. La corona was set by Gluck in 1765 for the imperial family, but was 
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Hofburg palace; a major renovation took place in 1748, on the 31st birthday of  the Empress, whose 
reign had finally been accepted by the Treaty of  Aix-la-Chapelle, marking the end of  the War of  
Austrian Succession.  The inaugural opera for the remodeled theater was Gluck’s Semiramide 
riconosciuta.   
As Daniel Heartz describes, this theater did not face out to the city, but back toward the 
palace, an architectural feature that indicates the importance of  court taste and dynastic 
representation in the works presented there.37 The Burgtheater was not modeled on Italian opera 
theaters, but on the Comédie-française;38 it was smaller than most major operatic theaters in Europe, 
seating 1000-1350 people (compared to Milan’s La Scala, which sat around 3300).39  The theater 
underwent several renovations during Maria Theresa’s reign.  In the 1748 renovation by Nicolas 
Jadot, there were eleven prime boxes on the first level, where the royal family sat on the right, with 
foreign ambassadors and Kaunitz on the left.  Metastasio and theater director Giuseppe Afflisio had 
a box on the second level, while court Kapellmeister Georg von Reutter had a box on the third level, 
right side, among the lesser functionaries of  the court.40 Thus, though the Burgtheater was attended 
by both the noble and middle classes, a strict separation was maintained, with the seating 
arrangement echoing the social hierarchy.41 The ticket costs also indicate the wealth and rank 
necessary to visit the Burgtheater: in 1776 the annual fee for a box was 700-1000 gulden, almost 
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39 Rice, Salieri, 35. 
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41 Morrow, Concert Life, 73. On the physical description of  the Burgtheater house, see also Otto Schindler, 
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twice the yearly salary for a middle-class single man.42 
 More significant than the physical theater, however, were the radical changes Maria Theresa 
imposed on the theatrical administration.  For the first time, the theaters were brought under the 
charge of  a private impresario, who was meant to manage the theaters as a public business.  The first 
two impresarios, Joseph Selliers (1741-1747) and Baron Rocco Lo Presti (1747-1752), operated 
under a lease-type arrangement and were fairly independent of  the court.  However, Lo Presti’s 
bankruptcy in 1752 forced the court to bring the theaters under more direct control, with the 
impresarios reporting to a court official, most likely Kaunitz or Count Dietrichstein.43 As Brown 
describes, “in return for a considerable subvention from the court’s treasury, and relative freedom in 
the day-to-day management and choice of  pieces, the theater directors submitted to the empress’s 
authority in censorship and finances, and made available the theatrical personnel for the court’s 
festivities.”44 Maria Theresa capitalized on this new direct court control by putting forth a series of  
reforms on the theater in Vienna known as the “Norma” edicts, which specified the days on which 
theater productions were forbidden and also prevented improvisatory “Hanswurst”-style German 
theater, in an attempt to raise the moral quality of  the theaters (and better control the political 
content of  the performances). As a result, the theatrical year was shortened from 260 to 210 days.45 
The final, and perhaps most significant, change of  1752 came with the introduction of  a French 
theater troupe who would perform the majority of  the repertory at the Burgtheater, largely 
supplanting Italian opera. 
Franz Esterházy and Count Giacomo Durazzo became the next superintendents of  the 
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theaters; Esterházy left after a year, but Durazzo, with his radical aesthetic agenda, reigned supreme 
in the Viennese theaters for the following decade, though not without opposition, particularly from 
the empress. In 1764, Durazzo was dismissed from the court, and Count Wenzel Sporck was made 
general director of  the theaters, under whom a new series of  impresarios operated: Franz Hilverding 
(1766-1767), Giuseppe d’Afflisio (who went bankrupt in 1770), then Count Johann Kohary (who 
went bankrupt in 1772), and Joseph Keglevich. In 1776, Joseph II took the theaters back under total 
court control as the Nationaltheater.  
 There was a division between the musical personnel of  the court (the Hofkapelle) and that 
of  the court theaters during this period, but the lines between them were blurry, a situation that 
often led to conflicts. The Hofkapelle was primarily responsible not only for the sacred music of  the 
court, but also for court entertainments, balls, and Tafelmusik.  Like many other elements of  the 
court musical establishment, the Hofkapelle shrank during Maria Theresa’s reign, from 137 to a 
mere fifty.46  From 1757-1763, the Hofkapelle consisted of  the six court composers, whose salaries 
ran the gamut from 800 to 3000 florins per year; eleven singers, whose salaries ranged from 500 to 
2000 florins; five organists, ranging from 400 to 900 florins; one cembalist at 1000 florins; seven 
violinists, one violist, and two cellists, ranging from 300 to 800 florins; four trombonists, one 
bassoonist, and three oboists, at approximately the same rates; and four trumpeters at fifty florins 
each.47 Added to this were two “instrumental servants,” presumably responsible for the upkeep and 
repair of  instruments, two organ-makers, a lute-maker, and a copyist. Metastasio was included 
among the Hofkapelle (with an impressive salary of  3000 florins), rather than the theatrical 
establishment, and the Hofkapelle hired its own theatrical engineer (Anton Bibiena, with a salary of  
1000 florins) and graphic artist, who would have provided the requisite spectacle for courtly and 
                                                 
46 Seifert, “Operatic Institutions,” 18. 
 




   
religious activities. Although these numbers indicate that the Hofkapelle was a self-sufficient, free-
standing organization, there was a close relationship with the theater personnel, especially when it 
came to court-sponsored entertainments such as those associated with dynastic events. 
 Lucas Predieri was made Kapellmeister after the death of  Fux in 1741, and was pensioned in 
1751; Georg Reutter (1708-1772) became the de facto Kapellmeister at this point but did not receive 
the official title until Predieri’s death in 1767.48  The ambiguous relationship between the Hofkapelle 
and the theaters meant that Reutter was constantly at odds with the superintendant des theaters Giacomo 
Durazzo. This tension came to a head in 1760-61, as evinced in a fascinating exchange of  
complaints addressed to the empress herself, now housed in the Austrian Staatsarchiv and discussed 
in detail by Heartz.49   
The theater organization was composed of  several groups of  personnel during the 1750s 
and 1760s, all of  whom were subject to the impresario and, by extension, the court, without being 
considered court musicians.50 During the late 1750s and early 1760s, this included administrators, 
composers, the French, German and Italian singers and actors, dancers, and the Burgtheater and 
Kärtnertortheater orchestras.51 In 1763 was added the Italian opera buffa troupe of  Giacomo 
Maso.52  However, though the buffa, German, and French performers comprised independent 
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companies, the singers of  Italian opera seria (the virtuosi, as they are called in the theatrical records) 
were not.   
The virtuosi were contracted individually for individual productions, and were often paid 
directly by the court.  Nevertheless, there is a great deal of  consistency in the singers who 
performed in Vienna in the 1760s, forming a kind of  de facto company. Brown describes the French 
company in Vienna as forming a tight-knit group by virtue of  family bonds and language;53 this was 
undoubtedly the same with the Italian virtuosi.  In the 1740s, Vittoria Tesi-Tramontini (1700-1775) 
was the star of  the Viennese court, and she remained in residence in Vienna until her death. In the 
1750s, Caterina Gabrielli (1730-1796) and Fernando Tenducci (1736-1790) reigned supreme, 
although at this point Italian opera seria had become a secondary entertainment. By the 1760s, some 
of  the important singers were alto castrato Gaetano Guadagni, tenor Giuseppe Tibaldi (1729-
c1790), his wife, soprano Rosa Tartaglini-Tibaldi, soprano Teresa Sarti-Dupre, and soprano castrato 
Luca Fabris (c1740-1769); but, with the exception of  Tibaldi and his wife, none of  these singers 
were in residence for more than a few years. 
The composers employed by the theaters to write opera seria were also a mix of  composers 
in residence and visitors.  Resident librettists included Metastasio, Calzabigi (who arrived in Vienna 
in 1761), Metastasio’s protégé Gianambrogio Migliavacca (1718?-after 1795), and Calzabigi’s protégé 
Marco Coltellini (1719-1777). As mentioned before, Hilverding, Angiolini, and Noverre served as 
successive choreographers to the court, with Josef  Starzer (c1726-1787) as an important ballet 
composer.54 Quaglio was the scenographer, while Gennaer and Speck designed the costumes.  In 
addition to his compositional activities, Gluck acted as director of  the theaters, for which he 
                                                 
53 Brown, Gluck and the French Theater, 83. 
 
54 Hilverding directed the Viennese ballet from the early 1750s to1758, and, after a stint in St. Petersburg, 
1765-68; Angiolini, his protégée, directed from 1757-1765 (when he replaced Hilverding in St. Petersburg). 




   
received a separate salary. 
Based on my examination of  the court theater records from 1757 to 1763, I have determined 
that the theaters were financed through a mixture of  court subvention, sales of  subscriptions, 
tickets, concessions, and textbooks, and, after 1759, gambling profits.55 Payments to the theater 
personnel made up the largest portion of  the expenses, followed by costumes, illumination, and 
decoration. Composers were usually paid on commission, per work, and different composers would 
garner different amounts.  Genre seems not to have been the most significant factor in the 
commission fee. For example, in 1762-63, Wagenseil and Giuseppe Scarlatti each received 412.30 
florins for their operas (Il Prometeo assoluto and Artaserse respectively), while Hasse received 840 
florins for his Il trionfo di Clelia, and Traetta received 825 florins for Ifigenia en Tauride. Gluck received 
825 florins each for Orfeo ed Euridice and Ezio. Librettists received sums similar to composers.   
The average quarterly salaries of  various performers gives an idea of  their respective status 
in the theatrical institution: prima donna Gabrielli averaged 1800 florins, primo uomo Guadagni 
1600, tenor Tibaldi 1300, prima ballerina Joffroi 1300, primary French actress Lucile Clavereau 700, 
primary German actor Josef  Prehauser 550,56 an average French actor 400, and an average German 
actor 200.  The entire chorus of  Traetta’s Ifigenia in Tauride in 1763 received a total of  1224.58 florins, 
less than any single soloist (though we can only guess at how many chorus members there were).  
The most significant changes occurred around 1760-61: the court reduced and then finally removed 
its subvention (which had previously ranged from 10,000 to 20,000 per quarter), replaced by the 
earnings from gambling; and the overall expenditure of  the theaters, particularly in terms of  
wardrobe, illumination, and decoration, began to climb from around 50,000 florins to around 
100,000 florins.   
                                                 
55 The following information is based on Österreichisches Staatsarchiv: Hofkammerarchiv, 
Theatralkassenrechnungen, Bd. 334-378. 
 




   




 Gluck    Jul.-Sep.1759  332 
   Oct.-Dec.1759  249  
   Jan.-Mar.1760  170  
   Jan.-Mar.1760  618.45  
   Apr.-Jun.1760  412.30 
   Jul.-Sep.1760  412.30 
   Oct.-Dec.1764  412.30  
   Jan.-Mar.1761  412.30 
   Apr.-Jun.1761  412.28 
   Jul.-Sep.1761  375  
   Oct.-Dec.1761  375  
   Jan.-Mar.1762  206.20 
   Oct.-Dec.1762  825 (Orfeo ed Euridice) 
   Jan.-Apr.1763  825 (Ezio) 
 Scarlatti Jan.-Mar.1761  234 
   Jan.-Mar.1763  412.30 (Artaserse) 
 Wagenseil  Jan.-Mar.1762  412.30 (Il Prometeo assoluto) 
 Hasse  July-Sep.1762  840 (Il trionfo di Clelia) 
 Bonno  Apr.-Jun.1763  165 (L’isola disabitata) 
 Traetta  Oct.-Dec.1763  825 (Ifigenia in Tauride) 
 
Theater Director 
 Gluck  Jan.-Mar.1757  206.15 
1758   412.30  
Mar.-Jun.1761  309.21 
Jan.-Mar.1763  209.27 
Jul.-Oct.1763  1031.15 
Oct.-Dec.1763  515.37 ½  
Jan.-Apr.1764  515.34 ½  
 
Librettists 
 Migliavacca Jan.-Mar.1761  420 (Armida) 
   Mar.-Jun.1761  206.15 
   Jul.-Sep.1761  206.15 
   Oct.-Dec.1761  206.15  
   Apr.-Jun.1763  400  
 Coltellini Oct.-Dec.1763  420 (Ifigenia in Tauride) 
   Jan.-Mar.1764  132.30  
 
Singers 
 Gabrielli  Oct.-Dec.1756  1548  
Jan.-Mar.1757  2059.30  
July-Aug.1757 1548 
Oct.-Dec.1757  6227.40 
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Jan.-Mar.1761  675 (yearly 8400) 
 Guadagni Apr.-Jun.1762  2475   
   Oct.-Dec.1762  1234.30 
   Jan.-Mar.1762  1234.30 
   Apr.-Jun.1763  2402.24      
   Jul.-Sep.1763  1228.21 
   Oct.-Dec.1763  1228.21 
   Jan.-Apr.1764  1640.54 
 Tibaldi  Apr.-Jun.1762  1275.22 
   Jul.-Sep.1763  555.17 
   Oct.-Dec.1763  1665.51 
   Jan.-Mar.1764  1665.54  
 
The surge in theatrical budget corresponds to an increase in the amount of  opera seria 
produced after 1760, following nearly a decade in which the genre was a relative rarity. The possible 
reasons for this surge will be explored in the following chapters. What is immediately apparent from 
a cursory look at the operas produced in the 1760s is their diversity of  compositional style and 
function, ranging from traditional Metastasian operas to austere reform operas, from courtly 
celebrations to artistic experiments seemingly divorced from monarchical representation.   
 
Operatic Style and Vocal Aesthetics of  the Mid-Eighteenth Century 
Gluck’s prominence in both music historiography and modern performing repertories has resulted 
in a dearth of  understanding of  the opera he sought to reform; while many are familiar with Gluck’s 
post-reform style today, few know the music of  his peers (or Gluck’s own earlier operas), perhaps 
confusing mid-century operatic style with that of  Handel a generation earlier. As Eric Weimer 
argues, although basic aria form (da capo) and overall organization (the alternation between 
recitative and aria) remained firmly entrenched in opera seria for most of  the eighteenth century, the 
formal, harmonic, and melodic style of  the aria changed greatly.57 The overall structure of  opera was 
a relic from the late baroque codification of  the Arcadians and composers like Alessandro Scarlatti, 
                                                 





   
but within that framework a wide variety of  operatic fashions were expressed. Scholarship has yet to 
satisfactorily name the prevailing musical style of  the unreformed Italian opera seria in fashion in the 
1750s and 1760s. Sometimes known as pre-classic, or “mannered,” as Charles Rosen called it,58 the 
style has been more convincingly linked to the cultural trend of  galanterie by scholars like Bruce Alan 
Brown, Daniel Heartz, and Robert Gjerdingen. 
 Yet the word galant, as used by eighteenth-century commentators and contemporary scholars, 
had multiple meanings. As a social trend, the galant was a move away from the stiff  formality and 
bombast of  the older baroque style of  absolutist courts, to an extent echoing the rococo style in the 
visual arts.59 The ideals of  the galant were pleasure, sweetness, delicacy, charm, and amorous love. 
The galant was a rejection of  absolutist restriction and baroque pomp. Where the baroque sought to 
overwhelm, the galant sought to charm and delight; where the baroque privileged glory, the galant 
privileged love; where the baroque adulated the ancients, the galant took pride in modernity. The 
galant homme, according to Voltaire, sought social charms to be able to please. Thus galant may refer 
to a general aesthetic category linked to social behavior and taste.60   
These general aesthetic traits were reified in music-stylistic manifestations observed by 
eighteenth-century writers.  Johann Mattheson, in his Das forschende Orchestre (1721), spoke of  a galant 
style in music that was free from the contrapuntal rigor of  the preceding generation, seeking to 
please and charm audiences.61 The new style was based on theater music, and Italian opera foremost. 
                                                 
58 Charles Rosen, The Classical Style: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1971), 
47. 
 
59 On the “galant” in music and culture, see Daniel Heartz and Bruce Alan Brown. “Galant.” Grove Music 
Online (Accessed 4/2007); Heartz, Music in European Capitals, David A. Sheldon, “The Galant Style Revisited 
and Re-evaluated,” Acta Musicologica 47 (1975): 240-70; and Mark Radice, “The Nature of  the ‘Style Galant’: 
Evidence from the Repertoire,” The Musical Quarterly, 83/4 (1999): 607-647, as well as Robert Gjerdingen, 
Music in the Galant Style (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
 
60 Gjerdingen, Galant Style, 6. 
 
61 Johann Mattheson, Das forschende Orchestre (Hamburg, 1721), 352. 
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Burney and other commentators commonly identified Leonardo Vinci (1690-1730) as the originator 
of  the style, followed closely by Pergolesi (1710-1736) and Hasse.62 Some of  the most important 
features, as mentioned by Koch, were light textures, simple harmonies, periodic melodies, and 
formulaic cadences.63 Quantz emphasized the importance of  ornamentation to the style, particularly 
quick, fluttering, unpredictable ornaments.64 Thus the galant can also refer to a specific 
compositional style that predominated by the middle of  the eighteenth century.  Indeed, Heartz uses 
it as a music-historical term to describe the central six decades of  the century.65   
Eighteenth-century writers used the term “galant” with great flexibility, with nuances 
changing according to specific context. I do not believe there is one correct application. For the 
purposes of  this dissertation, I will reserve the term for two specific usages. The first usage refers to 
its more general aesthetic sense of  pleasure and delight, its roots in social behavior, and its relation 
to fashion and modernity.66 The second usage will describe a specific style of  vocal composition 
whose goal is to delight and create pleasure through complex, fluttering ornaments and multiple 
rhythmic subdivisions over a simple backdrop.67  
Galant delight was one primary ideal of  mid-century operatic composition and singing, but 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
62 Heartz, Music in European Capitals, 88. 
 
63  Heinrich Koch, Musikalisches Lexikon (Frankfurt, 1802), translated in Leonard G. Ratner, Classic Music: 
Expression, Form, and Style (New York, 1980), 23. 
 
64 Autobiography of  Johann Joachim Quantz, recorded in Friedrich Wilhelm Marpurg, Historisch-Kritische 
Beyträge, 5 vols. (Berlin, 1754-78): 1: 197-250; reproduced in facsimile in Willi Kahl, Selbstbiographien deutscher 
Musiker des XVIII. Jahrhunderts (New York: Frits Knuf, 1951), 280-319. See p. 216. 
 
65 Mark Radice disagrees with the use of  this term for the prevailing compositional style throughout Europe 
in the middle of  the eighteenth century, preferring instead to reserve its usage for a specific compositional 
practice, limited to German keyboard music. Radice, “’Galant.’” 
 
66 As Radice writes, The word galant was commonly used in Germany throughout the eighteenth century to 
mean anything from ‘pleasant’ or ‘fashionable’ to ‘trendy.’” See Radice, “Galant,” 613-14. I will italicize this 
usage of  the term. 
 
67 I will use the un-italicized version for this usage of  the term. 
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composers and singers still retained an interest in baroque ostentation and overwhelming display 
that is contrary to the defining ideals of  galanterie. Thus, I will refer to the predominant operatic style 
of  the mid-century (encompassing the galant musical style) as traditional, or unreformed, relative to 
Gluck’s reformed style, avoiding a concrete label. My use of  galant as a music-stylistic indicator 
applies to both a specific compositional type and singing style, to be elaborated below, within the 
larger category of  unreformed operatic music. 
 I refer to performance and composition together, because it is essential to remember how 
closely entwined they were in eighteenth-century opera. Singing blurred into composition both 
through the improvisation of  ornaments and through the way that specific voices shaped 
composition. Composers, conversely, wrote in such a way that was not only musically interesting, but 
that would also show off  the voice of  the singer—its technical ability and sonic beauty. The 
composition was a tool of  the singer, and the singer a tool of  the composition. This reciprocal 
relationship and balance between performer and composer at the core of  eighteenth-century opera 
was one of  the primary roots at which Calzabigi and Gluck strove to strike in their reform. 
 Although vocal virtuosity and beautiful singing was an ideal of  Italian opera throughout the 
eighteenth century, by the mid-century several changes took place that made these elements even 
more prominent. First, arias became much longer than they had been at the beginning of  the 
century (and hence there were fewer arias per opera). Feldman describes the results of  this gradual 
growth:  
As arias grew in size, the absolute semantic content of  operas counted less.  Or rather, 
semantic value resided instead in metaphor, or in simile, or sometimes in direct address; but 
semantic value was small compared with, say, Mozart’s comic operas or Verdi’s psychological 
tragedies.  Especially once text repetitions and their accompanying music increased sharply 
in the 1750s to 1770s, with no concomitant expansion of  poetic texts, the rational material 
43 
 
   
assurances of  word/sound correspondences were radically attenuated.  In their place, arias 
worked to dissolve the narrative of  recitative into mesmerizing lyric magic.68 
Rodolfo Celletti, in his study of  the bel canto style, explains similarly that singing in the eighteenth-
century was motivated by a poetics of  wonder, where vocal virtuosity and timbral beauty were 
prized as much as or even more than emotional expressivity.69 As Vincenzio Martinelli wrote of  the 
famed soprano Regina Mingotti, “The arias which this new muse sings in this opera are not arias, 
they are magic spells.”70 
 Both Celletti and Eric Weimer describe how by the middle of  the century vocal virtuosity 
tended toward one of  two ideals. The first, named “mannered” by Celletti, accords well with the 
galant musical style described above.  The voice delights and charms the listener through delicate, 
fluttering, varied ornaments, both written and improvised, over a restrained backdrop. This style 
predominated in Andante (or Andantino, Allegretto, etc.) arias and featured a gently lyrical melody, 
often decorated by Lombard rhythms, triplets, or other small rhythmic values, over a simple pulsing 
bass-line (usually quarter-notes).71 Though the galant aria has a gentle, light quality, the vocal 
ornamentation and melisma may range from fairly simple to extremely difficult.72  Rhythms may also 
be complex, with varying subdivisions of  the main beat. The second vocal ideal, named “bravura” 
by Celletti in agreement with eighteenth-century commentators, aimed for ostentation and bombast.  
This vocal style was found primarily in Allegro arias with an eighth-note Trommelbass (drum bass), 
                                                 
68 Feldman, Opera and Sovereignty, 32. 
 
69 Rodolfo Celletti, A History of  Bel Canto, trans. Frederick Fuller (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 4. 
 
70 Translated in Renato di Benedetto, “Poetics and Polemics,” in Opera in Theory and Practice, Myth and Image, ed. 
Lorenzo Bianconi and Giorgio Pestelli, trans. Kenneth Chalmers, 1-72 (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
2003), 36. 
 
71 Weimer, Opera Seria, 13. 
 
72 In the former case, the galant aria may approach the cantabile aria or aria d’affetto, discussed in Chapter 4, 




   
where the smallest rhythmic values were sixteenth-notes (found throughout in the instrumental part 
and during the primary melismas in the voice).73 The two vocal and compositional ideals, galant and 
bravura, also differed in their expressive content: whereas the bravura style was used for extreme and 
often violent emotions such as rage, fear or pride, the galant style tended toward softer, gentler 
feelings, especially those of  the amorous variety.  
As noted by Weimer and Celletti, the vast majority of  arias in the 1750s-1770s fit one of  
these two categories, though of  course with an important minority of  exceptions. In the previous 
generation there had been a far greater diversity of  aria styles, and thus older composers did not fit 
this model as well as younger composers. For example, arias written by Hasse in the 1750s and 1760s 
tend to be less firmly bifurcated than those of  his younger contemporaries such as Traetta, de Majo, 
and Gluck (in the case of  his unreformed compositions).74 Arias by Hasse will also exhibit more 
variety of  time signature and tempo-marking, while having shorter melismas and overall length. 
(More attention will be given to aria types in Chapter 4.) 
 Despite this important stylistic division, arias in both categories are virtually identical in 
terms of  their formal and harmonic construction. In addition to their great length, most arias 
composed in the 1750s-1760s share a standardized five-part formal structure within da capo 
outlines.75 The vast majority of  arias in this period are in a major key, and duple meter is more 
common than triple.  Both aria-types share stock cadential formulas, the most popular of  which was 
                                                 
73 Weimer, Classical Style, 13. 
 
74 See Gluck’s Tetide (1760) and Il Parnaso confuso (1765) (both written for Habsburg weddings) for examples of  
some his composition in the fashionable style. Some of  the bravura coloratura in Tetide is truly extraordinary! 
 
75 In the A section, the music modulates from the tonic to a closely related key (usually the dominant), and 
then will either return to the tonic for the beginning of  A’, or begin A’ in the related key and then modulate 
back to the tonic. (Weimer, Opera seria, 12.) There are most commonly two iterations of  the stanza text, 
though occasionally three or four, spread over the binary harmonic scheme. Gluck’s A sections (in his 




   
the so-called cadence galant, with a descending scalar melody over an ascending IV-V-I bass.76 Further, 
the arias exhibit other standard formulaic harmonic and melodic patterns that are typical of  the 
period, outlined in great detailed by Gjerdingen.77 
Example 1: Cadence galant. 
 
 The following two examples, both drawn from Traetta’s Ifigenia in Tauride (1763), will 
demonstrate the differences and similarities between the two aria types. Simply by observing the 
time signature and tempo marking, it is possible to predict with reasonable certainty into which 
category an aria will fit and what features it will display. The first example, marked Andante, in triple 
time and B-flat major, begins with a ritornello riddled with Lombard rhythms, appoggiaturas, and 
varied subdivisions, over a simple pulsing eighth-note bass accompanied only by strings. The melody 
is highly complex, but the texture is reduced to the thinnest possible. The melodic style of  the 
ritornello carries over to the voice, which pronounces the text in a basically syllabic manner despite 
the ornamentation. The gentle music echoes the protagonist’s soft sighing and palpitations as she 
expresses her fear in the A section: 
 Sò che pietade miseri  
numi da voi s’apprende 
 Sò che il timor che m’agita  
forse da voi discende 
 E a raffrenarne i palpiti  
sò che non ho valor. 
                                                 
76 Gjerdingen refers to this as the “Cudworth cadence,” named after the English musicologist Charles 
Cudworth, who identified the device in his article, “Cadence galante: the Story of  a Cliché,” Monthly Musical 
Record, 79 (1949), 176–8. See Gjerdingen, Galant Style, 146. See also Heartz, Music in European Capitals, 32. 
Weimer calls this the “ascending bass” cadence. See Weimer, Classical Style, 32ff. 
 





   
 
[I know that the miserable receive pity from you, oh gods. I know that the fear that  agitates 
me perhaps descends from you. And I know that I do not have the strength to restrain the 
palpitations in me.] 
   
The primary melismas are found on “raffrenar,” displaying complex, fluttering ornaments that 
require a great deal of  vocal agility and nuance. These vocal gestures are indicative of  the galant 
style, not only in their graceful, delicate, delightful quality, but in their attention to minute details.78 
 
Example 2: “Sò che pietade miseri,” Ifigenia in Tauride (Coltellini/Traetta, 1763), mm. 15-
58, (first half  of  binary A section). 
 
                                                 




   
 
 
In extreme contrast stands Toante’s aria, “Frena l’ingiuste lagrime.” Marked Allego moderato, 
in common time and F major, the aria exhibits all the standard elements of  the bravura ideal: an 
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eighth-note Trommelbass; a straightforward, mostly syllabic melody; and several lengthy melismas (on 
“pieta”) constituted primarily of  sixteenth notes. The text expresses an extreme indignation that 
would warrant a bravura setting: 
Frena l’ingiuste lagrime 
Pensa che un Rè t’intende 
Pensa che il nume offende 
La folle tua pietà. 
 
[Restrain your unjust tears. Consider that a king commands you, that your foolish mercy 
 offends a god!] 
 
The overwhelming nature of  bravura singing expresses both the specific emotion at hand and the 
inner personality of  the character (Toante). Both aria styles thus allow the singer to work his/her 
vocal magic on the audience (whether overwhelming or charming) while capturing the type of  
emotion expressed in the text. 
 




   
 
 
Despite the importance of  vocal virtuosity and display in both styles, the majority of  the aria 
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text is set syllabically, occasionally with two-three notes per syllable. The bulk of  the melismatic 
singing is usually reserved for a single syllable toward the end of  the stanza, though occasionally the 
composer may choose two-three syllables to set melismatically. It was not rare for the B section of  a 
bravura or galant aria to have no melismatic singing at all. Thus, in theory, the text as set could be 
clearly perceived by the listener, especially since it is repeated so many times in the course of  the 
aria, unless it was obscured by the singer’s ornamentation. Weimer points out the important fact that 
the phrasing and formal structure of  the aria tend to have little relation to the original versification 
of  the text; a composer’s setting may parse sentences in such a way as to render them unintelligible.79 
However, many composers, Hasse, Traetta, and Gluck among them, were very sensitive to syntax 
and text meaning; Traetta’s setting of  “Sò che pietade miseri” actually helps clarify the meaning of  
an otherwise difficult poetic text. In practice, it is difficult to know what level of  text-
comprehension was possible for or desired by audience members.80 
 In any case, whatever its intelligibility, text and semantic meaning were rendered increasingly 
superfluous to the operatic experience through the expansion of  aria size and increased length and 
difficulty of  virtuosic passages. Sensuous beauty, a sense of  meraviglia, and musical pleasure had 
come to fore in the fullest sense of  bel canto. It was against this operatic highpoint of  “abstraction, 
stylization, and ambivalence of  timbre” that the reformers strove to create a new aesthetic of  
naturalness, sincerity, and text-centrality—operatic virtue to oppose to the empty aesthetics of  
wondrous pleasure.81  
 
                                                 
79 Weimer, Classical Style, 23. 
 
80 Thanks to Giuseppe Gerbino for his thoughts on this point. 
 




   
CHAPTER 2 
 
Reforming Operatic Luxury in Maria Theresa’s Vienna 
 
In 1760, Pietro Metastasio and Johann Adolf  Hasse put pleasure on trial.  For the wedding of  the 
Archduke Joseph to the Princess Isabella of  Parma they composed a lavish festa teatrale, Alcide al bivio 
(Hercules at the crossroads).1 The young Alcides, or Hercules, an obvious representation of  the 
future Emperor Joseph, must choose between two life paths: the seductive path of  pleasure, 
governed by the goddess Edonide, or the rigorous path of  virtue, governed by Aretea.  In Hasse’s 
and Metastasio’s composition, virtue and pleasure are represented through the musical and visual 
spectacle of  opera.  The goddesses combine rhetoric and music to argue their cases, armed with 
elaborate coloratura arias, lavish costumes, and the state-of-the-art stage effects of  renowned theater 
engineer Giovanni Niccolò Servandoni.  The right choice, according to the Arcadian Metastasio, is 
eventually made as Hercules sets out down the path of  virtue and all the characters agree that peace 
reigns when “reason gives law to the emotions, and virtue rules delights.”2   
Metastasio’s and Hasse’s sumptuous wedding opera Alcide al bivio seems a particularly apt 
choice in terms of  theme, considering it occurred in the midst of  the financially disastrous Seven 
Years’ War, at the mid-point of  Maria Theresa’s reign of  frugality and reform.  And yet the opera 
bespeaks not a triumph of  virtue over pleasure, but a dynamic tension between them. Maria 
Theresa’s reign echoes this tension, seemingly torn between rococo monarchical splendor and new 
                                                 
1 Previous studies of  this opera include Raffaele Mellace, L’autunno del Metastasio: L’ultimi drammi per musica di 
Johann Adolf  Hasse (Florence: Olschki, 2007), 20-30; Ernest Harriss, “Johann Adolf  Hasse's Alcide al bivio and 
'Reform opera,'” in Johann Adolf  Hasse in seiner Zeit: Bericht über das Symposium vom 23. bis 26. März 1999 in 
Hamburg (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 2006), 127-136; Bruce Alan Brown, “’Mon opéra italien:’ Giacomo Durazzo 
and the Genesis of  Alcide al bivio,” in Pietro Metastasio: Uomo universale (1698-1782): Festgabe der Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften zum 300. Geburtstag von Pietro Metastasio, eds. Andrea Somer-Mathis and Elisabeth 
Theresia Hilscher (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischer Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2000); Bruce Alan 
Brown, Gluck and the French Theater in Vienna (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), “The French Theatre and the 
Imperial Wedding Festivities of  1760,” 263-81. 
 
2 From the quartet in Alcide al bivio: “La ragion, se da legge agli affetti/La virtù, se ministra i diletti/Che 




   
economic pragmatism.3  The wedding of  Joseph and Isabella, estimated to have cost over 3 million 
florins, was intended to project an image of  Austria to the world that was no longer wholly 
accurate.4  The court’s protocol records reveal that the event was directly modeled after the 
spectacular wedding of  Emperor Joseph I in 1699.5  However, as discussed in the Introduction, 
Maria Theresa’s empire was just a shadow of  the baroque magnificence of  Joseph I’s reign.  
In this chapter I argue that operatic production and composition in 1760s Vienna, including 
the reform movement, reflected widespread cultural concerns emergent in the pan-European 
debates over luxury.  Economic realities and their aesthetic ramifications may have had a larger role 
to play in the Viennese reform than has been previously noted. Consider a comment from the 
Mercure de France in 1772, concerning the pragmatism and low-cost spectacle of  Gluck’s Iphigénie en 
Aulide (1774):   
Without having recourse to machinery and without incurring any great expense, ways and 
means have been found of  presenting a spectacle that is noble and sumptuous to the eye.  I 
do not believe a new opera has ever been produced on the stage demanding less expenditure 
and yet affording such a magnificent spectacle.6   
                                                 
3 This is a common trope in scholarship on Maria Theresa.  For example, see Edward Crankshaw, Maria 
Theresa (New York: Viking Press, 1970), 127-129, and Charles Ingrao, “The Prussian Challenge: war and 
government reform (1740-1763),” in The Habsburg Monarchy, 1618-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994). 
 
4 Brown, Gluck and the French Theater, 263.  This amount is close to 300 million dollars in today’s currency.  On 
the relationship of  the florin/gulden to the US dollar, see Franz A. J. Szabo, “The Cultural Transformation of  
the Habsburg Monarchy in the Age of  Metastasio, 1730-1780,” in Metastasio at Home and Abroad: Papers from the 
International Symposium Faculty of  Music, ed. Don Neville, 27-50 (London, Canada: University of  Western 
Ontario, 1996), 30.  Szabo explains that the modern US dollar equivalent is approximately 100 times the 
gulden/florin amount. 
 
5 The court wedding protocol records in the Austrian Staatsarchiv indicate that this wedding was specifically 
modeled after the 1699 wedding.  See in the Hof-, Haus- und Staatsarchiv HA OmeA ÄZA Karton 56. 
 
6 Hedwig and E. H. Mueller von Asow, eds., The Collected Correspondence and Papers of  Christoph Willibald Gluck, 
trans. Stewart Thomson (London: Barrie and Rockcliff, 1962), 34. Rudoph Angermüller has written on the 
impact of  Gluck’s operas on the Parisian operatic establishment, claiming that Gluck’s operas essentially saved 
the theater from financial disaster. See Angermüller, “Opernreform im Lichte der wirtschaftlichen Verhältnis 
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Expense, spectacle, and luxury were on the minds of  the reformers as both operatic practitioners 
and aestheticians, and an investigation of  these concepts can reveal much about their projects.  In 
addition, using this context to read “between the lines” of  the reformers’ writings can provide a 
glimpse into contemporary operatic reception, helping us get closer to the embodied and 
communicative experience of  spectatorship in the eighteenth century.  After a brief  discussion of  
the eighteenth-century luxury debates, I will describe the financial situation of  the Viennese theaters 
in the 1760s based on the theater records in the Austrian Hofkammerarchiv, and then show how the 
writings of  the mid-century reformers were intertwined with these debates.  Finally, I will examine 
Hasse’s musical representation of  luxury and pleasure in Alcide al bivio to explore what this reveals 
about the eighteenth-century experience of  opera. 
 
The Luxury Debates 
Luxury, condemned throughout Western European history by classicists and moral theorists, was 
recuperated in the early part of  the eighteenth century.7  Luxury became the focus of  a cluster of  
hotly debated arguments, anxieties and practices that were articulated in strikingly new and positive 
ways.  The luxury debates were, to a large extent, a pan-European phenomenon, as courts were 
closely linked in a constant exchange of  personnel, music, art and literature;8 philosophers, 
                                                                                                                                                             
an der Académie Royal de Musique von 1775 bis 1780” Die Musikforschung 25 (1972): 267-291. 
 
7 For an introduction to the meaning of  and debates on luxury in the eighteenth century, see Maxine Berg and 
Elisabeth Eger, eds., Luxury in the Eighteenth Century: Debates, Desires, Delectable Goods (London: Palgrave 
Maximillian, 2003); Robert Fox and Anthony Turner, eds., Luxury Trades and Consumerism in Ancien Régime Paris 
(Brookfield: Ashgate, 1998); Roy Porter and Marie Roberts, eds., Pleasure in the Eighteenth Century (New York: 
New York University Press, 1996);  Ann Bermingham, ed., The Consumption of  Culture, 1600-1800: Image, Object, 
Text (London: Routledge, 1995); Rémy Saisselin, The Enlightenment Against the Baroque: Economics and Aesthetics in 
the 18th Century (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1992); and John Sekora, Luxury: The Concept in Western 
Thought, Eden to Smollet (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1977).  
 
8 In Vienna there was an especially active exchange with France, the Durazzo-Favart correspondence being 
the most famous operatic example, and of  course there was a continual flow of  musicians and composers to 
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economists and artists from France, England, Italy and the Austro-German regions all contributed 
to the mushrooming of  discourse on the subject.  Bernard de Mandeville’s Fable of  the Bees (1714), 
subtitled “Private Vices, Public Virtues,” was a cornerstone of  the new conception of  luxury.  
Mandeville argued that the private vices of  individual greed and luxurious living were the key 
catalysts for public economic growth and national wealth.  Spurred by developments in industry, 
pleasure was increasingly commodified in the form of  luxury items—manufactured, often exotic, 
objects that satisfied individual desire while stimulating national economies.  Consumption practices 
among all social levels expanded in tandem with these ideas, in what has been called (somewhat 
exaggeratedly) a “democratization of  luxury.”9   
 Mandeville’s argument was supported by new theories of  human morality and psychology.  
Echoing Hobbes’ Leviathan, theorists in the mid-century such as Voltaire, La Mettrie, John Locke, 
David Hume, and Adam Smith unapologetically characterized man as a machine programmed to 
seek pleasure and avoid pain.10  This new materialist psychology justified the satisfaction of  human 
pleasure as an end in itself.  Moving away from Cartesian deduction toward Newtonian induction, 
these philosophers began to consider human morality, traditionally dictated by either divine decree 
or rational universal truths, as stemming from human nature, defining virtue as a psychology of  
                                                                                                                                                             
and from Italy.  Gluck, Calzabigi, Angiolini and Durazzo appear to have been familiar with the works of  
Rousseau and Dubos particularly, as well as of  contemporary Italian reformers such as Traetta and Jommelli. 
 
9 David Kuchta, The Three-Piece Suit and Modern Masculinity (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2002), 14. 
 
10 Porter and Roberts, Pleasure in the Eighteenth Century, 4, 185.  David Hume’s A Treatise on Human Nature 
(1739-40) describes how good and evil are not axiomatic or objective, but available to us only as sensations of  
pleasure or displeasure, sympathy or aversion, while Adam Smith’s The Theory of  Moral Sentiments (1759) posits 
that morality is determined by sentiment, not by reason, and he defines virtue as whatever action or quality 
would give a spectator a pleasing feeling.  La Mettrie’s L’Homme machine (1748), famous for its literal 
description of  man as machine, justified materialist philosophies that condemned spiritualism and made 
earthly pleasure the goal of  human existence. 
 





   
pleasure.  Such views were considered to be the quintessence of  the modern age. 
 Accompanying this moral, philosophical and economic attitude was the development by 
artists, decorators and designers of  the so-called goût moderne: what we would call rococo style.  
Characterized by disorienting ornamentation, dazzling color, and gilded surfaces, rococo style played 
into a materialist psychology in which desires were believed limitless and pleasure idealized.11  
Similarly, the goût moderne involved a specifically baroque form of  representation in which luxury and 
art were inseparable, and in which surface appearance and the effect on the senses were the primary 
sources of  aesthetic value.12  The goût moderne was certainly associated with the aristocratic galant 
lifestyle that originated in early 18th-century France, a thoroughly modernist ideal that broke away 
from academic and courtly traditions and appealed unabashedly to the senses, but it was also 
intimately related to changing consumption patterns among all social classes and various production 
developments in industry—and might be said to be an underlying current behind baroque, rococo 
and galant aesthetics.  Rococo style spread rapidly outside France and was enthusiastically adopted 
by the courts in central Europe.13 
As exemplified by the paintings of  Boucher, Fragonard, and Greuze, and embodied by 
contemporary fashion, rococo art did not espouse the overwhelming monumentality of  baroque 
                                                 
 
11Annie Richardson has shown the relation of  rococo style and ornamentation to contemporary philosophy 
and aesthetics.  She argues that the exceptional degree of  ornamentation and variety in rococo art and fashion 
were paralleled in “Newtonian theories of  matter, in materialist psychology and the notion of  humans driven 
by appetites, a notion deployed by modernizers in the luxury discourse, and in John Locke’s concept of  the 
mind and the imagination as containing ‘endless variety’ because it learns through observation and experience 
rather than through innate ideas.” See her “From the Moral Mound to the Material Maze: Hogarth’s Analysis 
of  Beauty,” in Luxury in the 18th Century, 119-134. 
 
12 Bermingham, The Consumption of  Culture, 9; Saisselin, Enlightenment Against the Baroque, 10-12. 
 
13 Scholars have observed that the German-speaking regions absorbed the forms and motifs of  the French 
Rococo, and a symbiosis was achieved between architecture, the decorative arts, and the visual arts, each with 





   
style,  but tended toward private comfort, intimacy, and charm. Saisselin describes rococo fashion as 
formed around a nexus of  art, money, and women.  He writes: 
Stylistically and historically one may associate baroque art with the Church, the palace, and the 
court, with the propagation of  the faith and the magnificence of  monarchical power.  In this 
case rococo may be considered as baroque in the private sector, the baroque of  the town and the 
hôtel particulier and even the petite maison, of  the feminine and the rich... The rococo is thus the 
feminine moment of  the baroque...  As the age of  metaphysics yielded gradually to that of  
sensationalism in philosophy, so in the private sphere the sensual, the pretty, the light-colored, 
the gilt overcame the more somber, sublime, noble, and spiritual images of  the baroque.14  
 
Saisselin’s repeated invocation of  femininity is problematic in its portrayal of  rococo subjectivity—
practitioners of  the goût moderne did not fashion themselves as particularly feminine, and a 
fundamental element of  this aesthetic was the idea that the “pretty, light-colored, and gilt” need not 
be forbidden to masculinity. Saisselin’s description more accurately reflects the viewpoint of  the 
opponents of  the rococo, who applied the term retrospectively in their own construction of  a new 
masculinist subjectivity. The ascription of  femininity to rococo style would certainly be adopted by 
the antagonists of  luxury toward the middle of  the century. Nevertheless, Saisselin captures the 
intimate nature of  the rococo lifestyle, which was available to any private citizen who could pay.  
Unlike baroque art, which employed ostentation at the service of  political power, rococo art was at 
the service of  personal pleasure.  Certainly rococo style might be seen as a celebration of  the 
woman’s world in 18th-century culture, a world divorced from much political power but embracing a 
great deal of  economic control—the world of  hidden interiors, private circles, and intimate 
friendships.  Rococo style sought to dazzle, to seduce, but not to overwhelm—the charmant had 
                                                 




   
replaced the magnifico.  
 These ideas were not foreign to the Viennese court; in fact, the rococo aesthetic plays a 
central role in Maria Theresa’s monarchical self-representation, as described by Michael Yonan. 
Speaking of  the famous portrait of  Maria Theresa in a pink lace dress, by Martin van Meytens, 
Yonan explains that these notions of  luxury held enormous political import: 
Those meanings are told through painted lace.  Belgian lace was the most prized and sought-
after in all of  Europe and by wearing a dress made out of  huge spans of  it, Maria Theresa 
adorned herself  with one of  Europe’s most cherished luxury goods.   She identifies herself  
therefore as a fashionable woman, not just as a monarch, although the sheer abundance of  
lace used in this dress would have put it beyond the means of  all but the wealthiest 
consumers of  luxury clothing.  Lace also had specifically Habsburg meanings and 
associations....  This legendarily uncomfortable clothing included abundant lace trim in both 
its masculine and feminine versions, and it was specifically associated with imperial activities 
and therefore with the Emperor [Francis Stephen], as can be seen in one of  the many state 
portraits by Meytens showing him wearing it.”15 
Thus luxury items, as a form of  sovereign representation, symbolized not only fashionable 
modernity, but also the economic power and dynastic privilege of  the realm. 
 The prevalence of  this “modern” attitude does not mean that traditional fears regarding 
luxury ever entirely disappeared.  Religious and political conservatives clung to old notions of  luxury 
as a corruption dangerous to society, a vice propagated by “godless” philosophes and dissolute 
aristocrats alike.16  Jean-Jacques Rousseau used the classical connection of  luxury with femininity to 
                                                 
15 Michael Yonan, Empress Maria Theresa and the Politics of  Imperial Art (Philadelphia: Penn State Press, 2011), 
62-63. 
 
16 Darrin M. McMahon, Enemies of  the Enlightenment: The French Counter-Enlightenment and the Making of  Modernity 




   
bolster his arguments against luxury as an unnatural practice that led to social inequality.17  Rousseau 
contrasted the natural masculinity of  the rustic with the effeminate artificiality of  the gilded 
courtier.18  The eighteenth-century concept of  luxury thus formed the center of  a much larger 
network of  ideas, including femininity, physicality, ornament, desire, and seduction, that betray larger 
cultural concerns in eighteenth-century Europe, including the formation of  modern masculine and 
feminine subjectivities.19   
 By the 1760s, the tide had largely turned against luxury and rococo art.  Spurred by the 
economic devastation of  the Seven Years’ War and social confusion caused by expanded 
consumption practices, critics began to rail against modern art and fashion and advocate instead a 
retour à l’antique.20   Influential thinkers such as Rousseau and Diderot called for a retreat to nature 
and unaffected sincerity.  Disillusioned by aristocratic consumption, classicist critics began to refer to 
the modern style as Gothic and barbaric, grouping the aesthetic with other once fashionable 
practices associated with no a longer valid political and social system. 
 Although the luxury debates were a pan-European phenomenon, it is important to note their 
latent nationalist undercurrents.  In countries outside of  France, particularly Britain and the Holy 
                                                 
17 Mandeville disapproved of  the what he considered the feminine side of  luxury but asserted its undeniable 
importance for public economic prosperity: “a considerable portion of  what the Prosperity of  London and 
Trade in general and all the worldly Interest of  the Nation consists in, depends entirely on the Deceit and vile 
Strategems of  Women; and that Humility, Content, Meekness, Obedience to reasonable Husbands, Frugality, 
and all the Virtues together, if  they were possess’d of  them in the eminent Degree, could not possibly be a 
thousandth Part so serviceable, to make an opulent, powerful, and what we call a flourishing Kingdom, than 
their most hateful Qualities.” Quoted in Edward Hundert, “Mandeville, Rousseau, and the Political Economy 
of  Fantasy,” in Pleasure in the Eighteenth Century, 30. 
 
18 Matthew Head, “Like Beauty Spots on the Face of  a Man: Gender and Musical Genre in the 18th Century” 
Journal of  Musicology 13/2 (1995): 143. 
 
19 David Kuchta has described how the eighteenth century ushered in an increasing sartorial divide between 
men and women, in which fashion and excess became woman’s realm, and the “sartorial renunciation” of  
outward ornamentation became a defining characteristic of  masculinity. During the course of  the eighteenth 
century, women’s fashions continued to flourish and change quickly, while men’s fashions slowly petrified into 
the somber nineteenth-century three-piece suit.  See Kuchta, Three-Piece Suit, 4.   
 




   
Roman Empire, anti-luxury sentiment was often manifested as a specifically anti-French attitude.  
The situation was more complicated in Austria, however, where attempts at political alliance with 
France in mid-century contended with traditional resistance against French cultural hegemony.21  
The traditionally Italianate, Italian-speaking Habsburg court became a Francophile institution under 
Maria Theresa and her Lothringian husband Francis Stephen.  As part of  his renversal des alliances, 
chancellor Kaunitz sought an active importation of  French culture into Vienna.  The inundation of  
French theater, art, fashion and language that followed brought to the fore the tension between 
perceptions of  France as politically potent and yet culturally effete. 
 
Luxurious Practices—Opera and the Court Coffers 
In this context, it seems logical that what we might call an anxiety toward luxury would be reflected 
in the material production of  opera in Vienna.  Certainly anti-luxury rhetoric is played out in the 
striking changes in the management of  the court theaters during Maria Theresa’s reign. However, 
surprisingly, the court’s theatrical financial records indicate a general increase in operatic expenditure 
in the early 1760s, which would seem to contradict contemporary discourse on luxury.22  In fact, as 
discussed in the Introduction, the 1760s were marked by a new financial independence from the 
court: the theater budget was finally self-sustaining, an achievement that accords well with the 
general reform impulses in Maria Theresa’s infrastructure.  This financial independence was 
achieved, perhaps ironically, through yet another luxurious practice—gambling. 
                                                 
21 On the influence of  French culture in Vienna during Maria Theresa’s reign, see “Cultural Politics in Maria 
Theresa’s Vienna,” in Brown, Gluck and the French Theater in Vienna, 26-63. 
 
22 The quarterly financial averages for 1757-1763 are as follows (in florins and kreuzer): 1757—40504 fl. 87 x.; 
1758—37654 fl. 41 x.; 1759—40420 fl. 39 x.; 1760—43931 fl. 28 x.; 1761—49179 fl. 82 x.; 1762—54592 fl. 
27 x.; 1763—79228 fl. 45 x.  Some wedding expenses can be found in the records from 1760-61, but they do 
not alter what seems to be an increasing trend. The primary wedding budget seems usually to have been 
recorded in a separate volume, examples of  which exist for 1765 and 1767, but unfortunately no wedding 




   
In 1747, the newly built court theater, the Burgtheater, as well as the Kärtnerthortheater, 
were placed under the direction of  a private impresario and opened to the paying public, a move that 
saved the court an estimated 260,000 florins per year.23  Nonetheless, the court theaters still suffered 
from massive deficits when Giacomo Durazzo was made sole “superintendent of  spectacles” in 
1754, succeeding the financially disastrous tenures of  Baron Lo Presti and Count Esterházy.  
Durazzo, one of  the primary instigators of  operatic reform in Vienna, was charged at this time with 
balancing the finances of  the theaters, and the archival records show that it was only under his 
direction that the theaters finally reached independent financial solvency.24   
 French comedy, the repertory that dominated the Burgtheater stage in the 1750s, was seen as 
an ideal solution to the financial crises plaguing the theater.  The court theater records indicate that 
the French performers, though receiving almost twice the salary of  their German counterparts, 
commanded only half  the salary of  the so-called virtuosi required for opera seria.  Taking into 
consideration the significantly lower scenery, costume and orchestra costs, it is easy to believe 
Chancellor Kaunitz’s claim that French theater required only thirty-seven percent of  the cost of  
opera seria.25  Ranieri de’ Calzabigi, Durazzo’s reformist partner, also belonged to the economic 
direction of  the theaters in 1761, and envisioned a smaller, less expensive French troupe as the 
answer to the theaters’ continued financial problems during the Seven Year’s War.26   
Durazzo’s measures were not enough, however, and in 1759, the empress and the theatrical 
                                                 
23 Hilde Haider-Pregler, “Festopern am Wiener Hof  in Theresanischer Zeit,“ in Musik am Hof  Maria Theresas: 
Im Memoriam Vera Schwarz, ed. Roswitha Vera Karpf (Munich-Salzburg: Musikverlag Emil Katzbichler, 1984), 
42.  
 
24 The Theatralkassenrechnungen in the Finanz- und Hofkammerarchiv in Vienna record that the court 
stopped its quarterly contributions, usually 10,000 gulden per quarter, at the end of  1761. These records form 
the basis of  the source material for this section.  Refer to fn. 22. 
 
25 Gustav Zechmeister, Die Wiener Theater na chst der Burg und na  chst dem Ka rntnerthor von 1747 bis 1776 (Vienna: 
Böhlau, 1971), 46, 204. 
  




   
direction launched a comprehensive set of  regulations that would limit the theatrical year, unify the 
ballet companies of  the two theaters, limit the general subsidy of  the court to not more than 
120,000 gulden per year, and put a tax on gambling.  In fact, based on the quarterly theatrical 
records, it appears that the single most important contributing factor to the new flourishing of  
opera seria at the Burgtheater (after the wedding activities) was the implementation of  a gambling 
tax. The tax seems to have not only saved the theaters from a downward financial spiral but also 
almost completely removed the need for contribution from the court coffers.27  Several of  the 
rooms in the theater were set aside for games of  Pharoh, and half  of  the income was dedicated to 
the theater.28  Thus liberated from courtly financial dependence, the two Viennese theaters 
flourished financially and artistically in the first half  of  the 1760s; the sheer number of  
performances recorded by ballet manager Philipp Gumperhuber in 1763 attests to this: 144 
performances of  French comedy, 57 of  German comedy, 33 of  opera seria, 27 performances of  
opera buffa, all with their attendant ballet, and 49 academies.29  This occurred despite the fact that 
the theater budget was contributing to the repair of  the Kärtnerthortheater, which had burned 
down in 1761. 
 
Opera—“The Theater of  Fashion” 
The Viennese operatic reform thus took place in a local context of  general financial streamlining 
                                                 
27 In 1762, the year of  Gluck’s Orfeo, the Spielgeld reached a high point of  around 34,000 gulden per quarter, 
triple the amount received from the court coffers in the past. 
 
28 Andrea Seebohm, “Oper in Wien bis 1869,” in Die Wiener Oper: 350 Jahre Glanz und Tradition, ed. Andrea 
Seebohm, 9-30 (Vienna: Verlag Carl Oeberreuter, 1986), 22.  Maria Theresa regulated this gambling practice 
carefully, restricting permission to only the most respected members of  society.  A comprehensive set of  
rules regarding gambling can be found in Philipp Gumpenhuber, “Répertoire de Tous les Spectacles...” 
(Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, Musiksammlung, Mus. Hs. 34580a-c.) Feb. 20 ff. 1763.  This 
document is not paginated. 
 




   
and economization that seems to have been particular to that city.30  However, even more salient to 
this discussion is the prevailing perception of  opera as a luxurious practice, regardless of  its cost. The 
historical association of  opera with courtly display and handsomely paid virtuosi pervaded the public 
consciousness.  The operatic reformers’ discourse reflects this anxiety about excess, fashion and 
luxury in all of  its manifestations.  Using concepts that linked opera and luxury, such as pleasure, 
ornament, artificiality, color, and effeminacy, the reformers actively participated in the debate over 
luxury through their writings and operas.   
Opera was referred to by writers throughout Europe as a "theater of  fashion"—Arcadian 
reformer Ludovico Muratori, vocal pedagogue Pier Tosi, and operatic satirist Benedetto Marcello all 
applied this phrase to contemporary opera earlier in the century.31  Operatic music was frequently 
compared to fashion that clothed the words of  the opera.32  Jean Baptiste Dubos, in his Réflexions 
critiques sur la poésie et la peinture of  1719, wrote that "Music is fashionable in that country [Italy], as are 
                                                 
30 This operatic economization was not a pan-European phenomenon, although it seems to have been a 
dominant trend.  In Paris in the 1760s, for example, it was suggested that the chorus be minimized to reduce 
costs at the Opéra.  See Mary Cyr, "The Dramatic Role of  the Chorus in French Opera: Evidence for the Use 
of  Gesture, 1670-1770," in Opera and the Enlightenment, ed. T. Bauman and Marita P. McClymonds, 105-118 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 116.  However, Nicole Baker has shown that the Mannheim 
court poet Verazi promoted a kind of  ‘reform’ that was actually more expensive than traditional Metastasian 
opera, and this reflected the financial and political situation of  that particular theater.  See Nicole Baker, 
‘Italian Opera at the Court of  Mannheim, 1758-1770’ (PhD diss., University of  California, Los Angeles, 
1994), 85-97.  On Verazi’s reforms, see Marita P. McClymonds, "Transforming Opera Seria: Verazi’s 
Innovations and their Impact on Opera in Italy," in Opera and the Enlightenment, 119-134. 
 
31 See Mary Sue Macklem, "Reforming Opera and its Public in Early Modern Venice" (PhD diss., University 
of  Pennsylvania, 2003), 299. It should also be noted that Muratori (1672-1750) was not only an aesthetic 
reformer, but also a political and religious reformer, who wanted to improve Italy by separating church and 
state, reducing religious festivals, and reducing the power of  the Jesuits. His influence can be seen on Maria 
Theresa, who stripped the Jesuits of  their power in her lands. See Ingrao, Habsburg, 165-166. 
 
32 Gluck employed a clothing metaphor to his aesthetic theory as well, though in this case clothing the 
passions instead of  the words, in a letter to Padre Martini, 14 June 1770: "I have always believed that if  the 
fundamental rules of  music cannot add to the effect, cannot, that is, clothe the passions and reinforce their 
strength, then it is useless to immerse oneself  at great cost in such arduous study."  Quoted in Patricia 




   
clothes and carriages in France."33  For Britain and the Austro-German regions, opera and fashion 
were seen as foreign importations, opera hailing from Italy and fashion from Paris, increasing their 
idealization as exotic luxury objects and their association with the galant lifestyle.34    
Ideas from the luxury discourse are present in numerous writings by Calzabigi and Gluck 
and are even played out in their dramatic works.  In his famous letter of  1767 to the Archduke 
Leopold, Calzabigi peppers his language with luxurious terminology, shaping his rhetoric as a frontal 
attack on sensory excess and pleasure:  
Since the performances of  these dramas could not please the mind, they needed all the more 
to entertain the senses: the eye, by real horses in painted forests, real battles on strange 
battlefields, and conflagrations made from colored paper; the ear, by treating the voice as a 
violin and performing concertos with the mouth—hence the musical gargling which in 
Naples is called “trocciolette” (because it closely resembles the noise made by wheels 
passing over the ropes of  a pulley)—and many other musical caprices which could be 
compared to those stone offcuts with which Gothic architecture decorated, or rather, 
disfigured its monuments, once so much admired, now objects of  disgust and ridicule to 
anyone who stops to look at them. To make room for these strange embellishments, the 
poet was ready to fill his dramas with similes of  storms, tempests, lions, warhorses, and 
nightingales, which sit just as well in the mouths of  passionate, desperate, or angry heroes as 
patches and make-up, hair powder, and diamonds on the face, head, and neck of  an ape.35 
 
Calzabigi draws on a number of  tropes from the luxury debates.  His prevailing theme is opera’s 
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34 See Chapter 1 for an extended discussion of  galant culture and its relation to music.  
 




   
apparent appeal to the senses over the mind.  He emphasizes the artificiality of  coloratura, turning 
singers into instruments. He adduces Gothic ornamentation, a favorite point of  comparison by 
antagonists of  rococo style and fashion.36 Finally, Calzabigi caps his paragraph by invoking the 
deceptive use of  ornament and cosmetics to hide the true interior.  The passionate and angry heroes 
of  opera are dehumanized, made into mere animals by Calzabigi’s ascription of  fashion and makeup.  
Deception, sensuality, dazzle, exteriority, and above all, artificiality—these were tropes invoked by 
mid-century classicists and reformers across Europe in the visual, decorative, and musical arts.   
 It is important to recognize that Italian opera and French fashion developed from separate 
cultural contexts and aesthetic impulses.  The reason they are so often compared in critical discourse 
is not any inherent stylistic parallelism, but rather the similarity of  effect on the observer.  Aileen 
Ribeiro, a historian of  eighteenth-century costume, mentions this effect in her rich description of  
rococo fashion as it emerged in 1730s France: 
It was a style characterized by wit and fantasy, by playful ornamentation, asymmetry and 
three-dimensional decoration; at its heart was a horror vacui, and by the middle of  the 
eighteenth century critics such as the Abbé Leblanc in his Lettres (1751) compared its 
confusion of  forms unfavorably with the noble simplicity of  the Greeks. In terms of  
costume, the new style exemplified every fantasy about the essence of  the feminine; 
everything undulates and curves, from the tightly curled hairstyles (a popular style was 
named the tête de mouton, like a sheep’s fleece) decorated with a tiny, frivolous headdress called 
a pompon (a few flowers, a scrap of  lace, a glittering tremblant jeweled ornament which 
shivered as the wearer moved) to the dress itself, usually a sacque or a robe à la française with 
floating back drapery, and trimmed with ribbons and flowers in serpentine curves.  With the 
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aid of  small hoops or hip pads, the silhouette formed a graceful pyramid.37 
 
 Metastasio, the pioneer of  an earlier reform who was seen as a conservative by the 1760s, 
refers similarly to the "tickling of  the ear" accomplished by operatic coloratura at the expense of  
emotional content.38  Such a description suggest not so much an overwhelming impact through 
baroque meraviglia, but rather a more delicate, insinuating, flirtatious relationship to the listener.39  A 
charming, flirtatious effect was the goal of  rococo art and fashion.  According to contemporary 
commentators, the visual seduction of  the observer by rococo style was achieved not through 
overwhelming impact, but through glittering, flickering, shimmering, almost disorienting effects 
popularly described by art critics of  the period as papillotage (literally, blinking or flickering).40  
Papillotage connoted flirtation or the batting of  the eyes, linking femininity, dazzle, and seduction to 
the goût moderne.  
The shimmering ornaments adorning Calzabigi’s operatic ape are not without that other 
most vital fashionable accessory—makeup.  Pure white powder and deep red rouge created the 
image of  a coy yet seductive blushing face on fashionable ladies in the most blatant form of  artful 
flirtation.  The painting of  the face in reds and whites was echoed, according to much contemporary 
art criticism, in the overly "pink" paintings of  artists like Boucher and Fragonard, who decorated 
their surfaces with the fashionable ornament expected of  a well-dressed woman.  An enraged 
                                                 
37 Ribeiro, Art of  Dress, 53. 
 
38 See Metastasio’s letter to Carlo Broschi, 1 Aug. 1750, in Andrea Somer-Mathis, “Il lamento di Metastasio: 
Metastasio and the Viennese Theater in a Changing Society,” in Metastasio at Home and Abroad, ed. Don Neville 
(London, Canada: University of  Western Ontario, 1996), 78, and his letter to Francesco d’Argenvilliéres, 9-28 
Aug. 1755, ibid., 79. 
 
39 On baroque meraviglia and its connection to vocal coloratura, see Nina Treadwell, “Music of  the Gods: Solo 
Song and effetti meravigliosi in the Interludes for La pellegrina," Current Musicology 83 (2007): 33-84.  
 
40 Melissa Hyde, 'The 'Makeup' of  the Marquise: Boucher’s Portrait of  Pompadour at her Toilet," Art Bulletin 




   
Diderot complained of  Boucher’s paintings in the 1765 Salon, "always the rouge, the beauty spots, 
the pompoms, and all the little vials of  the makeup table!"41  The tools of  the toilette pervaded the art 
salon, as portraits replaced grander subjects, or, as the Comte de Caylus argued, mirrors replaced 
history paintings.42 
 Opera reformers argued that the tools of  the toilette had pervaded the operatic stage as well.  
Calzabigi’s makeup metaphor suggests the deceptive play of  cosmetics on a mediating surface, 
dangerously confusing the natural and the artificial.  The English Gentleman’s Magazine  described this 
cosmetic effect in a 1736 issue: 
In France, the Center and the School of  the Arts of  Living, the Women are almost equally 
beautiful, and ‘tis difficult to make a Distinction, tho’ at never so little Distance.  Those who 
are indebted to Nature for a fair Skin find themselves obliged to lay on Red.  Those to 
whom Nature has not been so liberal, make no Difficulty of  daubing their Skin all over; and 
if  White is not sufficient, they add Blue, and streak their veins with it.  So that nothing is left 
for real Beauty to distinguish to Advantage from what is sophisticate.43 
 
Contemporaries believed that, like the gilding so prominent in Rococo decoration, excessive musical 
and poetic ornament hid the true value of  the material beneath.  Johann Mattheson had already 
made a connection between operatic ornament and deceptive gilding in his 1739 Der volkommene 
Capellmeister, writing:  
Thus we do not despise embellishments... However we highly criticize misuse, and also the 
                                                 
41 Ribeiro, The Art of  Dress, 54: "toujours le rouge, les mouches, les pompons, et toutes les fanfioles de la 
toilette." 
 
42 Berg and Eger, Luxury, 20. 
 
43 Quoted in Tassie Gwilliam, “Cosmetic Poetics: Coloring Faces in the Eighteenth Century,” in Body and Text 
in the Eighteenth Century, ed. Veronica Kelly and Dorothea von Mücke, 144-159 (Stanford: Stanford University 




   
insolence of  singers and players, who at the wrong time and without discretion use such 
excessive ornaments, from lack of  good taste, indeed, good sense; as well as the annoying 
enthusiasms of  some too fantastic composers with their insane ideas, which they consider 
jewels and pearls despite the fact that it usually just polished and coated glass.44 
 
Makeup becomes a mask which hides truth, homogenizes appearances, and alludes to the licentious 
masquerading so popular in the eighteenth century. Francesco Algarotti, whose Saggio sopra l’opera in 
musica (1755) was immensely influential to Calzabigi and other mid-century reformers, directly 
connected singers’ improvised ornamentation to fashionable cosmetics:45  
What with their passages, their trillings, and besides, with their splittings and slights of  the 
voice, they over-do, confound and disfigure everything: thus putting, as it were, the same 
mask on different compositions, they so manage matters, that all tunes appears to resemble 
each other; in the same manner, as all the ladies in France, by means of  paint and patches, 
appear to be of  the same family.46  
 
                                                 
44 Johann Mattheson, Der volkommene Kapellmeister (1739), ed. Margarete Reimann, Documenta Musicologica 
(Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1987), 242-243: “Wir verachtern darum die Zierathen nicht... Wir tadeln aber den 
Misbrauch aufs höchste, und sowohl die Frechheit der Singenden und Spielenden, welche sich solcher 
ausschweiffenden Schmückungen, aus Mangel eines guten Geschmacks, ja, einer guten Vernunfft, zur Unzeit 
und ohne Bescheidenheit anmaassen; als auch die ärgerlichen Schwärmereien einiger gar zu fantastischen 
Componisten mit ihren tollen Einfällen, welche sie selbst für lauter Edelsteine und Perlen halten, 
unangesehen es gemeiniglich nur geschliffenes und übergezogenes Glas ist.”  Translation by the author. Not 
coincidentally, Berlioz would use similar imagery in his narrative of  Euphonia, in which the singer Nadira casts 
away her jewels to symbolize her renunciation of  vocal ornament and display. See Joël-Marie Fauquet, 
“Berlioz and Gluck,” in The Cambridge Companion to Berlioz, ed. Peter Bloom, 199-210 (NewYork: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 204.  
 
45 Although Algarotti here describes improvised ornamentation, the reformers seem to have conflated 
ornamentation improvised by singers and coloratura written by composers as indicative of  the same general 
decadence.   
 
46 Francesco Algarotti, Essay on the Opera, Written in Italian by Count Algarotti (Glasgow: R. Urie, 1768, orig. 
1755), 62.  There is an interesting tension in Algarotti’s writing between concern toward “operatic” luxuries 
such as extravagant coloratura, and a concern toward the lack of  spectacle in contemporary Italian theater 




   
Though providing a variegated and dazzling surface, excessive vocal ornamentation, according to 
Algarotti, gives all the arias the same character, and thereby neutralizes the dramatic experience.  
 Operatic ornamentation and bodily cosmetics, for all their surface beauty, seemed to signal 
an unnerving homogenization to contemporary observers.  Paula Rea Radisch has shown that in 
mid-century French writings on art, there was a movement away from undifferentiated 
ornamentation based on rules of  decorum and beauty, toward an interest in character.47  The artist 
should seek and display differences in the objects and reveal the true, individualized interior through 
outward appearance.  Jean-Georges Noverre, the great ballet reformer who came to Vienna in the 
1760s, reveals this aesthetic attitude in his call for an "unmasking" of  ballet dancers, who 
traditionally wore masks to hide the strain and the individuality of  the dancers’ faces.  For Noverre, 
"the face.. is the mirror of  our sentiments, our movements and our affections," and thus the 
individual character of  the dancer should be revealed through the face.48  Make-up seems to have 
been an object of  special fear for aesthetic reformers: of  all the luxurious adornments required by 
fashion, make-up was most readily available to the lower classes.  This most direct type of  bodily 
mediation—literally painting the skin—arguably provoked the most social anxiety.49 
Similarly, commentators believed that attention to surface, physical pleasure denied the 
possibility of  emotional depth, as exemplified by papillotage in painting and coloratura in opera. The 
                                                 
47 Paula Rea Radisch, “ ‘La chose publique:’ Hubert Robert’s decorations for the ‘petit salon’ at Méréville,” in 
The Consumption of  Culture 1600-1800: Image, Object, Text, 401-403.  Radisch explains that, whereas convenance 
and bienséance had been the only limiting factors to the spectacle of  ornament early in the eighteenth century, 
and voluptuous opulence had been praised as one of  the artistic graces, by the time of  the Encyclopédie, 
progressive artists privileged caractère over all other factors.  The character, or the inner truth of  an object, 
must be reflected by the outward exterior, avoiding the deception that Mattheson mentions above.  On 
character in eighteenth-century music, see Jane Stevens, “The Meaning of  Caractère in Eighteenth-Century 
France,” in French Musical Thought, 1600-1800, ed. Georgia Cowart (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1989), 
23-52.  
 
48 “Le visage…est le miroir fidèle de nos sentiments, de nos mouvements et de nos affections.” Noverre, 
Lettres sur la danse et sur les ballets (London, 1783), 171. 
 




   
seductive, physical pleasure or sheer amazement created by the dazzle of  coloratura was seen by 
many commentators to come at the expense of  emotional impact.  Antonio Planelli, in his Dell’opera 
in musica of  1772, described the "exotic pleasure" aroused by coloratura singing, which extinguished 
the "pleasure of  pathos."50  Similarly, the French aesthetician Boyé described "bravura arias" as 
"pieces which, in truth, are very seductive and procure in us a very great pleasure, although these 
objects are the least expressive things in the world."51 According to many opera critics, part of  the 
reason for the emotional emptiness of  coloratura singing was its distance from true human nature.52  
As Calzabigi mentioned earlier, coloratura made instruments of  human beings and animals of  
heroes.  Metastasio was just as opposed to so-called "sonatinas for the throat" and "vocal 
symphonies" as was his younger opponent; Metastasio lamented the lack of  "human beings who 
sing."53  In a fascinating formulation, which posits coloratura as both artificially inhuman and 
sensually body-bound, Metastasio writes to Carlo Broschi:  
In Italy at present the taste for excesses and for vocal symphonies reigns; sometimes you 
may find a good violin, an excellent oboe, but never a human being who sings; therefore the 
music fails to arouse any emotion other than that of  amazement (meraviglia). The state of  
things has reached such an extreme that it it now time for a change; otherwise we will justly 
                                                 
50 This passage is worth quoting in its entirety: "Do you want a powerful recipe to deprive an energetic song 
of  force? Sprinkle it with a good dose of  the world’s most beautiful ornaments.  This manner of  singing is 
totally alien to vocal music.  The latter’s function is so to enhance the power of  words that the ideas they 
contain can be vividly conveyed to the listener.  An “a”, and “e”, or an “o”, trilled for the duration of  many 
notes, and sometimes many beats, conveys nothing to the listener’s spirit, and just when the listener anxiously 
attempts to penetrate the drawn-out yawning sounds, which, with the promise of  an exotic pleasure, 
extinguish instead of  enhance the pleasure of  pathos."  Fubini, Music and Culture, 250.  
 
51 Boyé, L’Expression musicale, mise au rang des chiméres, quoted in Edward Lippmann, Musical Aesthetics: A 
Historical Reader (New York: Pendragon Press, 1986), 292.   
 
52 This may be related to the fact that "natural" human song was considered by theorists like Herder and 
Rousseau to be inseparable from natural, primitive language, whereas instrumental music could have no 
connection to language. However, at the same time, theorists like C. P. E. Bach believed that instrumental 
music was a language in itself. See Chapter 3 for a more in-depth discussion of  these issues. 
 




   
become the buffoons of  all the nations.  In all the theaters, the musicians and chapel 
masters, who now busy themselves exclusively with tickling the ears without paying attention 
to the hearts of  the audience, are mostly relegated to the shameful position of  serving up 
intermezzi for the dancers who already occupy most of  the attention of  the people and most 
part of  the spectacles.54 
Five years later, Metastasio wrote: 
Today’s singers have already forgotten that it is their obligation to imitate the human voice 
by rhythm and harmony; on the contrary, they believe that excellence increases the more 
they depart from human nature.  Their archetypes are nightingales, flutes, crickets, and 
cicadas, not human beings and their emotions: when they have played their symphony with 
the throat they believe they have fulfilled all the duties of  art.  So the spectator has his heart 
always in the most perfect state of  peace and does expect anything else from the actors but 
the tickling of  his ears.55 
 
In the first quote, Metastasio invokes the notion of  meraviglia, which had the formed the aesthetic 
touchstone of  the Marinist poetic tradition that he and the other Arcadians vehemently opposed. 
This was a form of  piacere devoid of  emotional and spiritual substance, consisting instead of  sensual, 
mindless, quasi-magical effects. This idea is amplified in Metastasio’s second quote. Here he explains 
that coloratura singing does not imitate the true vocal expression of  emotion, an idea that echoes 
                                                 
54 Metastasio to Carlo Broschi, 1 Aug. 1750: “In Italia presentamente regna il gusto delle stravaganze e delle 
sinfonie con la voce, nelle quali si trova qualche volta il bravo violino, l’eccellente oboé, ma non mai l’uomo 
che canta: onde la musica non sa più movere altro affetto che quello della meraviglia.  La cosa è in un tale 
eccesso che conviene ormai che si cambi; o noi diventeremo con ragione i buffoni di tutte le nazioni.  Già a 
quest’ora i musici ed i maestri, unicamente occupati a grattar le orecchia e nulla curando il core degli 
spettatori, sono per lo più condannati in tutti i teatri alla vergognosa condizione di servir d’intermezzi ai 
ballerini, che occupano ormai la maggiore attenzione del popolo e la maggior parte degli spettacoli.” Quoted 
in Somer-Mathis, “Il lamento di Metastasio,” 78. 
 




   
both Italian ideals of  opera as heightened speech and Rousseau’s ideal of  the "cry of  nature." 
Metastasio laments the fact that opera had been replaced in the favor of  the Italians by dance, an 
artform which, according to Arcadian principles, cannot impart a moral message because of  its 
nonverbal quality.  This arguably most corporeal of  artforms could be geared only toward physical 
pleasure and delight.  Metastasio colorfully called opera singers “ballerini da corda,” linking 
spectacular vocal leaps and acrobatics with those of  the dancers’ bodies, which were equally 
ineffective at moving the affections of  the spectators.56  In both cases, as complained by Metastasio 
and dance-reformers like Angiolini and Noverre, the problem lies in the lack of  semantic and 
therefore emotional content in the empty flourishes of  ballet and virtuosic singing. 
Contemporary writers and operatic reformers also made a connection between coloristic 
compositional techniques such as Hasse’s and the color of  the visual arts.  In his dedication to 
Alceste, Calzabigi links his discourse to the world of  visual art: 
I have striven to restrict music to its true office of  serving poetry by means of  expression 
and by following the situations of  the story, without interrupting the action or stifling it with 
a useless superfluity of  ornaments; and I believed it should do so in the same way as telling 
colors affect a correct and well-ordered drawing, by a well-assorted contrast of  light and 
shade, which serves to animate the figures without altering their contours.57 
 
This artistic metaphor of  color and shade was fairly common in musical discourse.58 In Der 
                                                 
56 Anna Laura Bellini, “I gesti parlanti ovvero il recitar danzando: Le Festin de pierre e Sémiramis,” in La figura e 
l’opera di Ranieri de’ Calzabigi, ed. Federico Marri, 107-117 (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1989), 109. 
 
57 Translated in Simon Richter, “Sculpture, Music, Text: Winckelmann, Herder and Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride” 
Goethe Yearbook 8 (1996): 157-171; see 163-4. 
 
58 Other examples include Noel-Antoine Pluche’s Le Spectacle de la nature (1746), in which he writes, “Sound is 
a concern of  the ear, as color is of  the eye.  Beautiful sounds are pleasing to the ear, and beautiful colors are 
pleasing to the eye.  But as colors are intended to distinguish objects, they do not please one for long if  they 
are not attached to some figure, for then they are out of  place.  Fine marbled paper and beautiful Hungarian 
embroidery are pleasing colors and nothing more.” D’Alembert, in his 1759 On the Freedom of  Music, writes, -
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volkommene Kapellmeister, Johann Mattheson explains that “all song-poems must be speaking, indeed 
musical, paintings: where the words serve in place of  drawing but the tone as color.”59 Calzabigi links 
operatic composition to the process of  visual art, invoking the familiar debate of  line vs. color that 
was active in painterly discourse from the Renaissance through the nineteenth century.  The fact that 
color should “animate the figures without altering their contours” speaks to a subjection of  color to 
line, of  sensual music to rational design, which accords with the classicizing view in the disegno/colore 
debates.60  Calzabigi links the superfluous ornamentation of  operatic coloratura, in a convenient but 
non-etymological pun, to the dazzling color used by a painter that might distract from the formal 
integrity of  a painting, as was so often accused in the works of  Boucher and Fragonard.  The 
connection of  painting to the painting of  the face in luxury discourse deepens the connection 
between seduction and the senses.  Algarotti, in his Saggio sopra l’opera in musica (1755), which was 
greatly influential to Calzabigi, also frequently compared music to color and poetry to design, 
writing, “Now that the twin sisters, poetry and music, go no longer hand in hand, it is no longer at 
all surprising, if  the business of  the one is to add coloring to what the other has designated, that the 
                                                                                                                                                             
“Just as the feelings that painting arouses in us do not originate in the colors, so the influence that music has 
over our souls is not the work of  sounds.  Beautiful colors subtly shaded are pleasing to the eye, but this 
pleasure is purely one of  sensation.  It is the drawing, the imitation that gives these colors life and soul: the 
passions they express stir our own; the objects they represent affect us.  Interest and feeling do not stem from 
colors; the lines of  a touching painting are still touching in an engraving or print; removes these lines from 
the picture, and the colors will no longer have any effect. Melody does in music precisely what drawing does 
in painting; it marks the lines and the figures, of  which the chords and the sounds are but the colors.” Stefano 
Arteaga writes in his Le rivoluzioni del teatro musicale italiano dalla sua origine fino al presente (1783-88), “They 
reckoned that instrumental music should be to poetry what brilliance of  color is to a well-conceived drawing, 
or the sharp contrasts of  light and shadow are to figures.” Quoted in Fubini, Music and Culture, 82, 94, 350. 
 
59 Ernest Charles Harriss, Johann Mattheson's Der volkommene Capellmeister :a Translation and Commentary (Nashville: 
E.C. Harriss, 1969) , 141. 
 
60 The debate over the relative merits of  design (drawing, invention) and color (painting, execution) arose in 
sixteenth-century Italy and persisted through the nineteenth century. See Claire Pace, "Disegno e colore," Art 





   
coloring, separately considered, appear beautiful.”61  Algarotti’s “siblings” are no longer in alignment, 
with music’s sensual beauty overwhelming the purity of  poetic design, toppling what he sees to be 
the correct hierarchy in his classicizing aesthetic.  What unifies these allusions is the agreement that 
color, without design, is incapable of  moving emotion, allowing only a purely physical pleasure. 
 Finally, moving from the written word to the operatic stage, the clearest connection between 
fashion and opera was located not in these discursive metaphors, but rather in the person of  the 
opera singer, where dazzling coloratura, spectacular costume and monetary expense literally 
combined.  While the musician in general was an ambiguous character in the eighteenth-century 
social fabric, the opera singer was even more difficult to classify.  The opera singer led a liminal 
social existence, embodying tensions between great wealth and low social status, astronomical fame 
and low moral quality (the liminality of  the castrato could be considered even more extreme in his 
gender ambiguity).  The conception of  the opera singer as embodiment of  luxury perhaps stemmed 
primarily from monetary considerations.  The lead singer was one of  the greatest expenses in any 
baroque or early classical opera.  The choice of  performers was often among the very first decisions 
an opera producer made, even before that of  librettist or composer, because of  the incredible 
expense.62  This is exemplified by the great disparity in payment between “superstar” and “regular” 
singers. Caterina Gabrielli, who brought Edonide to life in Hasse’s and Metastasio’s Alcide al bivio, 
commanded a yearly salary of  approximately 6000-8000 florins.  Moderately famous singers might 
expect half  of  that, and local singers about a quarter.  The alto castrato Gaetano Guadagni, first 
performer of  Gluck’s Orfeo, received 6500-7500 florins per year.63    When the renowned contralto 
                                                 
61 Algarotti, Essay on the Opera, 32-33. 
 
62 Margaret Ruth Butler, Operatic Reform at Turin’s Teatro Regio: Aspects of  Production and Stylistic Change in the 
1760s (Lucca: Libreria Musicale Italiana, 2001), 16. 
 
63 These figures are averages drawn from the Theatralkassenrechnungen found in the Österreichisches 




   
Vittoria Tesi-Tramonti entered the court service in 1748 she earned a salary of  3250 gulden for a 
five-month period, greatly surpassing the typical court composer yearly salary of  1000 gulden and 
Metastasio’s 3000 gulden per year.   
Compounding their appearance as luxury commodities, singers often wore the latest 
fashions, functioning as a kind of  traveling, vocalizing fashion model as they moved from city to 
city.64  Singers’ costumes usually entailed some kind of  generic classical or heroic garb, featuring a 
breastplate or tonnelet for men, or perhaps a laurel wreath, but particularly in the case of  women, 
there was enough flexibility for performers to display the latest bazaar silks or pompons.65 The 
costume costs for the primo singers greatly outstripped those of  secondary performers; Tesi’s 
costume for her 1748 performance of  Gluck’s La Semiramide riconosciuta cost 31 gulden, while those 
of  the dancers cost eight gulden each and those of  the secondary singers 3.  Similarly, theatrical 
costume often influenced mainstream fashion, particularly in the case of  popular “exotic” or 
“Chinese” operas capitalizing on the rococo obsession with chinoiserie, just as dresses à la Figaro or à 
la Suzanne would fill fashion magazines in the 1780s.66  Of  course, it was not only the singers who 
were seen at the opera; it was one of  the premiere social venues, the box construction being a 
perfect venue for the spectators to become the performers themselves in a showcase of  fashionable 
attire. 
 The gender of  the opera singer was another issue that played into the luxury debates.  Opera 
                                                 
64 Noverre’s Lettres sur la danse, published the same year as the premiere of  Alcide al bivio, noted the emphasis 
on dazzle in contemporary costuming: "Tinsel glitters everywhere, on peasant, sailor and hero alike; the more 
a costume is bedeckt with trinkets, spangles, gauze and lace, the more it appeals to an uncultured actor or 
spectator." Translated  in Caroline Wood and Graham Sadler, French Baroque Opera: A Reader (Brookfield, VT: 
Ashgate, 2000), 130. In the original, “L’oripeau brille par-tout: le paysan, le matelot, et le héros en sont 
également charges. Plus un habit est garni de colichets, de paillettes, de gaze et de réseau, et plus il a de mérite 
aux yeux de l’acteur et du spectateur sans goût.” Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, 137. 
 
65 Alois M. Nagler, "Metastasio—der Hofdichter als Regisseur," Maske und Kothurn 7 (1961): 281. 
 




   
seria, particularly at mid-century when bass voices were a rarity, was dominated by feminine or 
feminized sounds.  The body of  the opera singer, especially in the case of  the castrato, was an 
erotically charged object, which amplified the seductive appeal of  dazzling vocal ornamentation and 
the visual papillotage of  sets and costumes.67  Matthew Head has shown that 18th-century theorists 
used gendered terminology in their discussion of  musical genre, and that invocations of  gender in 
musical writing were not merely rhetorical, but indicative of  listening practices and larger cultural 
currents.68  The association of  opera with effeminacy had a long heritage by the time the mid-
century reformers were writing.69  
 Algarotti unambiguously linked coloratura and effeminacy in his Saggio, both composed and 
improvised. In his chapter on operatic composition, Algarotti cried out “against that man, who, 
through a distempered passion for novelty, had so sophisticated their music with his crotchetty 
innovations, that, from noble and manly, he rendered it effeminate and disgusting.”70  In his chapter 
on the performance of  recitative and singing, he wrote, “It is prescribed by all the rules of  taste, that 
the duty of  singers is to sing, not to quaver or trill away the sense, but to be intelligible; for by so 
doing, it is no fault of  theirs, that a musical performance, though it be ever so chaste, so regular and 
                                                 
67 On the erotic body of  the castrato, see Roger Freitas, "The Eroticism of  Emasculation: Confronting the 
Baroque Body of  the Castrato" Journal of  Musicology 20/2 (2003): 196-249; Katherine Bergeron, “The Castrato 
as History” Cambridge Opera Journal 8/2 (1996): 167-184; Giuseppe Gerbino, “The Quest for the Soprano 
Voice: Castrati in 16th-Century Italy” Studi Musicali 33/2 (2004): 303-357; and Joke Dame, “Unveiled Voices: 
Sexual Difference and the Castrato,” in Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology, ed. Philip Brett, 
Elizabeth Wood, and Gary C. Thomas (New York: Routledge, 1994), 139-153.  
 
68 Head, “Beauty Spots," 144-145. 
 
69 It is important to note the use of  this argument by the Arcadian reformers at the turn of  the century, 
including Apostolo Zeno.  The Arcadians used gendered discourse to support their classicizing movement, 
associating femininity with the deceptive sensual pleasure of  music and ornament, and problematizing song 
as a method of  masculine communication.  See Macklem, “Reforming Opera;” Wendy Heller, “Reforming 
Achilles: Gender, opera seria, and the Rhetoric of  the Enlightened Hero” Early Music 26/4 (1998): 562-581; 
and Ayana Smith, "Alessandro Guidi’s L’Endimino and Gianvincenzo Gravina’s Discorso: Verisimilitude, 
Gender, and Neoplatonism in Arcadia" (Paper given at the Society for 17th-Century Music Annual 
Conference, South Bend, IN, April 22, 2007). 
 




   
apposite, be dwindled into and unnerved and effeminate composition.”71  Coloratura was seen to 
remove operatic expression from the “masculine” world of  intelligence and semantic meaning, 
transferring it to a purely sensory and therefore effeminizing realm.72   
 Such terminology was not restricted to opponents of  fashionable opera, but was also 
adopted by some defenders of  opera early in the 18th century, who saw the feminine allure of  
operatic music to be appropriate to opera’s aesthetic goal of  delight. 73  Christoph Gottlieb Wend, in 
his preface to Die Last-tragende Liebe/Oder Emma und Eginhard (1728) declared popular success and 
sensuality to be the appropriate goals of  opera.  In his allegorical preface, the character of  Opera 
characterizes herself  as possessing the qualities of  any woman, such as change, variety and beauty.  
She is able to give unbounded pleasure through her combination of  music, architecture, painting and 
poetry.74  Opera’s status as a “mixed” artform brought it outside of  the world of  antique genres and 
codifications.  According to defenders like Wend, opera was rightfully a self-consciously modern 
genre, epitomizing the pleasures of  fashionable modernity.75   
                                                 
71 Algarotti, Essay on the Opera, 61. 
 
72 In addition, Marpurg similarly contrasts the "manly character" of  fugal counterpoint with the "effeminate" 
song characteristic of  galant composition.  See Head, 'Beauty Spots," 147. 
 
73 In the earlier part of  the century, new aesthetic theories justified sensory gratification as a source of  artistic 
validity.  The Abbé Dubos’ enormously influential Reflexions was grounded in an empirical approach to 
philosophy, echoing Newton’s scientific procedures, in which observation and induction lead to true 
knowledge.  Systematic deduction from a priori rules was no longer valid from a scientific perspective, and 
Dubos believed it could no longer hold as a source of  aesthetic knowledge.  Thus, Dubos argued that art is 
the communication of  feelings, and that the emotional reactions of  the spectator should be the guide. Each 
genre of  art utilized different signs and produced different effects on the spectator; thus each artform should 
be judged by different criteria.  Dubos’ ideas justified the “mixed” form of  opera that did not obey classical 
prescriptions.  His ideas were siezed upon by both reformers and supporters of  traditional opera.  See Gloria 
Flaherty, Opera in the Development of  German Critical Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978), 167. 
 
74 Flaherty, Opera in German Critical Thought, 71. 
 
75 Materalist philosophies were used by defenders of  traditional opera like Christian Gottfried Krause (1719-
1770) in Berlin, who also believed that pleasure should be opera’s ultimate objective. Krause’s influential work 
argued that opera was meant to be dazzling and seductive, but the best operas would be simultaneously 
natural and unified.  Similarly, an anonymous writer to the Braunschweigische Anzeigen in 1745 argued that while 
drama’s goal was to appeal to the intellect (Verstand), opera’s was to delight the senses (Sinne).  Johann Adam 
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 Earlier in the century, Marcello’s biting dialogue, Sopra la tragedia antica e moderna (1715), 
despite its harsh (and hilarious) criticisms of  modern opera, could not deny the sensual power 
thereof.  In a passage that directly opposes the reformers’ criticisms, the interlocutor in the dialog 
writes, “the fluttering of  butterflies, the warbling of  birds, or the babbling of  brooks... Such sounds 
dispose the mind to gaiety and restore the soul; and as these are all beautiful things, so are the words 
that recall and recreate them in our fantasia.”76  Marcello acknowledged that the pleasures of  opera, 
divorced from dramatic integrity or verisimilitude, can remove the listener from a world of  care to a 
world of  imagination and pleasure, at least for the length of  the performance.  Opera was not to be 
a serious artform—no dramma per musica for Marcello—but a lighter form of  diversion whose 
primary goal was sensual delight.  Marcello actively supported the use of  capricious coloratura to 
create a kind of  operatic papillotage. 
 Even at a time when intellectual fashion was turning against luxury and pleasure, the 
reforming tendencies of  Gluck and Calzabigi were not universally accepted.  Friedrich Nicolai 
(1733-1811), an aesthetician opposed to the neo-classicism of  Batteux and Gottsched, explicitly 
rejected Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s project in its subjection of  sensual music to intellectual poetry.  He 
questions, “The listener stands astonished; he forgets that he has come for enjoyment, and he shares 
willingly in the astonishing amazement which shows itself  in every player’s face—Who moves more 
here, the poet or the singer?”77  Despite the relative success of  Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s project, 
traditional opera featuring virtuosic coloratura arias still prevailed in most opera seria, expanding 
                                                                                                                                                             
Hiller (1699-1783), an important German operatic supporter, considered opera to be a modern means of  
expression, and that opera’s wonder is a great source of  pleasure.  Like Krause, however, Hiller believed this 
pleasure should have a limit, and he cited Hasse as a composer who was able to use the wonderful with taste. 
See Flaherty, Opera in German Critical Thought, 170, 133, 182. 
 
76 Macklem, “Reforming Opera,” 97. 
 
77 Flaherty, Opera in German Critical Thought, 190. "Der Zuhörer steht erstaunt, er vergisst, dass er Vergnügens 
wegen gekommen ist, und theilet willig das schaudernde Erstaunen, das sich in dem Angesichte eines ieden 




   
from the da capo form to the arguably more monumental rondò78 (leading eventually to the massive 
bel canto double arias of  Rossini, Bellini and Donizetti).  Pleasure, and with it the cluster of  
concepts contained by luxury, forms a primary point around which the theories of  reformers and 
supporters were articulated.   
 
The Musical Makeup of  Luxury in Alcide al bivio 
Metastasio and Calzabigi were united in their stand against opera purely for pleasure’s sake, against 
what they considered excessive artifice and ornament.  However, there the similarities end.  By 1772, 
Charles Burney could describe the operatic scene in Vienna as being divided into two “sects,” with 
the reformist Calzabigi and Gluck on one side, and the traditionalist Metastasio and Hasse on the 
other.79 While Calzabigi railed against any operatic superfluity, even the Arcadian Metastasio held 
that there was a place for operatic pleasure, and that in fact it was the first duty of  the poet to create 
delight.80  However, in accordance with Metastasio’s strict Arcadian ideals, this pleasure was to be put 
at the service of  virtue, as was so clearly demonstrated in his wedding opera set by Hasse, Alcide al 
bivio. 
  During the 1760s in Vienna, composers and librettists occasionally used plot and musical 
                                                 
78 The rondò was the preferred form for highly dramatic seria arias in the latter part of  the eighteenth 
century. The rondo involved two large sections, one fast and one slow, in which primary themes are repeated 
between modulating episodes. 
 
79 Charles Burney, The Present State of  Music in Germany, the Netherlands, and United Provinces, 2nd ed. corr. 
(London, 1775); 1:237-238. 
 
80 In his Estratto della Poetica d’Aristotele, a summary of  his aesthetic theory composed at the very end of  his 
life, Metastasio wrote: “The first obligation of  this (as a good poet) is solely and absolutely that of  delight; 
the next obligation of  a poet (as a good citizen) is to make use of  his talents for the benefit of  the society 
which he is a part, by way of  pleasure, the love of  virtue, so necessary for general happiness.” (L’obbligo 
principale di questo (come buon poeta) si è assolutamente ed unicamente quello di dilettare: l’obbligo poi del 
poeta (come buon cittadino) è il valersi de’ suoi talenti a vantaggio della società, della quale ei fa parte, 
insinuando, per la via del diletto, l’amore della virtù, tanto alla pubblica felicità necessario.) Quoted in and 




   
style to articulate their views on luxury and pleasure.  The debate was carried out not merely in 
words, but in musical language as well, in which luxury was consciously transformed into an aural 
form.  This is most obvious in the case of  the Viennese feste teatrali, which usually involved a debate 
between abstract values personified as vocalizing gods, but it might be found in more subtle 
expressions as well.  Gluck’s and Coltellini’s Telemaco of  1765 recounts the story of  Odysseus’ rescue 
from Circe’s island by his son Telemaco.  The sorceress Circe, a slave to her own selfish desires, 
believes that the pleasures she provides Odysseus will lead to love and thus has imprisoned him on 
her island.  The opera has been interpreted as a failed attempt at reform opera between Orfeo and 
Alceste, or a mismatched hybrid between reformed and traditional styles.81  However, Max Loppert 
has postulated that Gluck consciously employed reformed and traditional styles as a method of  
characterization, giving traditional bravura arias to the exotic, dangerous Circe and her magical 
world, and reserving newer, more classicizing forms for the heroic characters.82  In Le cinesi (1754), 
different operatic styles are evaluated as more or less appropriate.83 Gluck’s usage of  style for 
characterization functions as a moral critique of  different styles of  operatic writing and their 
attendant aesthetic goals.   
 As Bruce Alan Brown has noted, Metastasio’s and Hasse’s Alcide al bivio, with its allegorical 
battle between virtue and pleasure, is the clearest of  such onstage articulations.84  However, the 
                                                 
81 See, for example, Karl Geiringer, “Gluck’s Telemaco,” in Robert N. Freeman, ed., Joseph Haydn and the 
Eighteenth Century: Collected Essays of  Karl Geiringer (Warren: Harmonie Park Press, 2002), 189; Alfred Einstein, 
Gluck: Sein Leben, Seine Werke (Kassel: Bärenreiter, rev. 1987), 92; and Winton Dean, Review of  “Music for a 
Royal Wedding,” Opera (August 1987), 969.  
 
82 Max Loppert, "An Island Entire of  Itself: Gluck’s Telemaco," in Words on Music: Essays in Honor of  Andrew 
Porter, ed. David Rosen and Claire Brook (Hillsdale: Pendragon Press, 2003), 206.  I discuss operatic 
commentary on reform and Telemaco in Chapter 5. 
 
83 It is interesting that in this opera Gluck already seems to be making a statement on operatic aesthetics: the 
example of  serious opera (tragedy), “Ah non son io che parlo,” sung by Lisinga (written for Tesi-Tramontini), 
is a parlante aria with no coloratura. 
 
84 Brown’s examination focuses on the extravagant divertissements of  the opera, as well as discussing some of  
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allegory of  Alcide al bivio becomes slightly more complex when we consider the fact that both 
goddesses employ decorative, melismatic vocal writing, in addition to the impressive visual spectacle.  
Consider the librettist’s comment on his opera: 
The most dangerous rock of  this composition, was the rugged and severe morality that the 
subject required, to contrast with the delicate and seducing sentiments which must inevitably 
reign in it.  On this account I had to call all the flowers of  poetry, and illusions of  
representation, and shew, to disguise it.  Here the artifice has happily succeeded.85  
 
In Alcide al bivio, Metastasio and Hasse consciously employ seductive and luxurious elements to 
bolster their didactic message. This certainly accords with the demands of  both a wedding opera and 
the genre of  festa teatrale.  However, in their use of  coloratura, or, more specifically, certain types of  
coloratura, the authors of  the opera blur the simple binaries between dramatic truth and sensual 
pleasure that the mid-century reformers tried to erect. Hasse’s application of  coloratura to 
Metastasio’s verses, if  Metastasio’s claim is to be believed, demonstrates luxury in the service of  
virtue. 
Metastasio’s educational upbringing was grounded in the Roman Arcadian movement, which 
supported an austere classicist aesthetic, in reaction to what they considered the excesses of  17th-
century opera and Marinist poetry.86  The goal of  art in Arcadian thinking was moral instruction of  
                                                                                                                                                             
the visual elements of  the original production.  See Bruce Alan Brown, “Mon opera italien: Giacomo Durazzo 
and the Genesis of  Alcide al bivio,” in Pietro Metastasio: Uomo universale, ed. Andrea Somer-Mathis and Elisabeth 
Theresa Hilscher (Vienna: Österreichischer Akademi der Wissenschaften, 2000), 139. 
 
85 Letter of  November 24, 1760, trans. in Charles Burney, Memoirs of  the Life and Writings of  the Abate 
Metastasio, in Which are Incorporated Translations of  his Principle Letters, Vol. 2 (Eighteenth-Century Collections 
Online; London: G.G. and J. Robinson, 1796), 229-30. Jacques Joly contrasts the moral didacticism of  Alcide 
al bivio with the unabashedly galant style of  the other 1760 wedding opera, Gluck’s and Migliavacca’s Tetide.  
See Joly, Les Fêtes teatrales, 344ff.  
 
86 Metastasio was trained in the Arcadian circles of  Roman Cardinal Pietro Ottoboni, tutored by 
Gianvincenzo Gravina.  When Metastasio came to Vienna in 1730, he joined a long line of  similarly-minded 
poets, including Pietro Bernadoni, Silvio Stampiglia, Pietro Pariati, Giovanni Pasquini, and Apostolo Zeno.  
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the audience, which could be achieved through moving the affections or through the aesthetic 
pleasure of  the poetry itself.  Don Neville has explained how Metastasio’s libretti exemplify the 
“external and internal beauties” of  Arcadian poetry, the external being word choice, versification, 
figures of  speech and eloquence of  style, and the internal being profundity, hidden mysteries, 
philosophy and theology.87  The Arcadians sought a linking of  surface and depth, of  form and 
content.  The beauty of  the package caused the listener to be more receptive to the deeper message, 
and thus provided an aesthetic niche for pure sensory pleasure.  Metastasio describes these two 
beauties as the obligations of  the poet: “The first obligation of  [a poet] (as a good poet) is solely and 
absolutely that of  delight; the next obligation of  a poet (as a good citizen) is to make use of  his 
talents for the benefit of  the society which he is a part, by way of  pleasure, the love of  virtue, so 
necessary for general happiness.”88  Muratori referred to the exterior beauty as the “corporeal” 
beauty of  poetry, acknowledging the physical nature of  its experience.  Despite his continued 
condemnation of  the seductive pleasures of  the opera house, Muratori could not deny the moral 
utility of  such pleasure, when presented in a temperate way, as a package for lofty ideals.  Metastasio 
described how the wise poet would invoke “cultivated, elevated, enchanting speech, capable of  
                                                                                                                                                             
As described by the treatises of  Gravina, Mario Crescimbeni, and Lodovico Muratori, the Arcadian reform 
was foremost a moral reform, drawing on Cartesian ideals of  morality as the mastery of  the passions.  
Rhetoric and the manipulation of  emotion were tools toward this moral reform.  Metastasio, combining his 
Arcadian ideal with study of  Aristotle and Horace, created a new standard for operatic writing.  He clung to 
his aesthetic ideals throughout his lifetime; even after the majority of  his important libretti were completed, 
he wrote a justification of  opera seria based on Aristotle’s Poetics in his 1772 Estratto dell’Arte poetica d’Aristotle. 
On Metastasio and the Arcadian reform of  opera, see Don Neville, “Metastasio: Poet and Preacher in 
Vienna,” in Pietro Metastasio: Uomo universal; and “Moral Philosophy in the Metastasian Dramas.” Studies in 
Music 7/1 (1982): 28-46, as well as Elisabeth Theresa Hilscher, “Antike Mythologie und habsburgischer 
Tugendkodex,” in Pietro Metastasio: Uomo Universale, 63-72. 
 
87 Don Neville, "Metastasio, Pietro," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 21 Jul. 2012 <http:// 
www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/53181>.  
 
88 Neville, “Beyond the Stage,” 104: “L’obbligo principale di questo (come buon poeta) si è assolutamente ed 
unicamente quello di dilettare: l’obbligo poi del poeta (come buon cittadino) è il valersi de’ suoi talenti a 
vantaggio della società, della quale ei fa parte, insinuando, per la via del diletto, l’amore della virtù, tanto alla 




   
producing pleasure with its beauty alone.”89  Metastasio’s pleasure through beauty corresponded to 
the modernist eighteenth-century aesthetic in which art was at the service of  human pleasure.  The 
librettist Carlo Goldoni described Metastasio’s “smiling descriptions, sweet morale, his insinuating 
philosophy,” which stood in contrast to the stark poetry of  Apostolo Zeno.90  Aligned with Arcadian 
rationality and morality, Metastasio employed a seductive pleasure in the service of  higher aesthetic 
ideals. 
Thus, it is not a simple all-or-nothing battle between virtue and pleasure that is at stake in 
Alcide al bivio, but the balance between pleasure for virtue’s sake and pleasure for its own sake.  The 
goddess Edonide, representing pleasure, performs three persuasive arias (before she is defeated by 
Aretea) to lure Alcides to her side, in addition to offering him musical instruments, precious jewels, 
and a glimpse into her delightful kingdom by way of  elaborate stage machinery.  Each of  these 
utilizes a different compositional style and therefore a different mode of  pleasurable seduction.  
Edonide’s first aria begs Alcides to halt in his tracks before he sets off  toward the path of  virtue, his 
first impulse.  She asks him to reconsider the choice he is about to make, and assures him that life-
long happiness resides with her:  
Ferma, Alcide! arresta i passi.   Halt, Alcides! Stop your steps. 
 Fra que’ tronchi, fra que’ sassi,   Among the trees and the rocks, 
 Ah! non porre incauto il piè.   do not place your foot unwary. 
  Intermediate recit (Alcides): 
  Oh come sà trovar le vie del core Oh, how she knows to find the ways of  the  
        heart 
  di quei soavi accenti, la grazia   with such sweet sounds, the graceful 
   allettatrice!    seductress! 
 Se felice esser tu vuoi    If  you want to be happy 
 del tenor de’ giorni tuoi,   for all of  your days, 
 il pensier confida a me.   confide your thought in me. 
                                                 
89 Neville, “Beyond the Stage,” 105: “Né solo armonico e numeroso convien che impiega il poeta ... ma puro 
insieme, nobile, chiaro, elegante e sublime ... ed il savio poeta egualmente ... elegge ed adopera sempre ne’ 
suoi lavori cotesta colta, elevata, incantatrice favella, capace di cagionar diletto con le sole sue proprie 
bellezze.” 
 




   
  Intermediate recit (Alcides): 
  Ed io non parto ancora?  And I still do not leave? 
  A colpa è una dimora,   To blame is a restraint  
  che alle nobili imprese il fil recide. that cuts the thread of  noble enterprises. 
 
The insertion of  Alcides’ recitative in the course of  the aria keeps the aria woven in the dramatic 
fabric of  the opera—this is not a soliloquy, but a dynamic act of  persuasion. The graceful, triple-
time andantino aria is dominated by trills, appoggiaturas, and rhythmic divisions into multiple note 
values. It is stylistically conspicuous not only for the amount of  coloratura and ornamentation 
employed, but for the variety.  This figuration, typical of  the galant vocal ideal, does not employ 
motivically unified passages, but rather strings together different figures in unexpected 
combinations, causing the listener to hear the melisma not as a unified whole, but as a constantly 
shifting series of  events.  While the aria is unified in the recurrence of  a primary opening melodic 
idea during the A section, the melismatic development shows no such unity.  The varied trills and 
passages create a shimmering and variegated musical surface, with coloristic instrumental effects 
further ornamenting the melody.  As in most of  Hasse’s arias, the A section has a binary structure 





















   











   
 
 
Combined with the rich orchestral setting, the continuously varied vocal line, constantly presenting 
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new melodic images, seems to consciously emphasize sonic effect over rhetorical sense. In the 
melisma beginning in m. 24, the shifting sequences build and accelerate to the highest pitches and 
smallest note-values in m. 32, then a climax of  melodic frisson in m. 33, where Hasse teases us with a 
delayed cadence to IV.  The trills in particular in this aria are so prevalent as to become almost 
motivic—the flickering effect of  these trills dominates the aria.  
 Also important to note in Edonide’s aria is the conjunction of  word-placement and setting.  
Considering that almost all of  Hasse’s arias at this time employ a structure such that the penultimate 
word of  the poetic stanza receives primary melismatic treatment, it should not be seen as accidental 
that Metastasio placed here the word “incauto” (unwary/incautious).  This is only the first time in 
this opera that Metastasio and Hasse would connect coloristic melisma with a dangerous word, 
subtly linking that concept with the seductive music setting it. 
 In her second aria, Edonide attempts a different method of  persuasion, employing a classic 
allegro bravura aria featuring the ubiquitous mid-century Trommelbass.  Utilizing the typical musical 
depiction of  rage, Edonide warns Alcides of  the troubles that would torment him if  he abandoned 
her path: 
 Non verranno a turbarti i riposi They will not come to disturb your repose, 
 atre schiere di cure severe,  dreadful hosts of  severe cares, 
 neri affanni, tiranni d’un cor.  dark worries, tyrants of  a heart. 
 
Here Edonide abandons the shimmering seduction and sweetly varied ornamentation of  her first 
attempt, and tries to win Alcides through the pure vocal pyrotechnics of  machine-gun 16th-note 







   
Example 2: “Non verranno a turbarti i riposi,” mm. 71-87, vocal line and bass.  
 
 
This aria co-opts a baroque ideal of  overwhelming meraviglia, with a heroic impulse amplified by the 
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majestic horn fanfares during the ritornelli. 91  However, during the B section, when describing the 
delights of  a life ruled by Bacchus and Amor, Edonide reverts to the sweetly galant ornamentation 
of  her first aria.   
 Vivrai lieto nel sen de’ contenti, You will live happy in the bosom of  contentment, 
 alternando i tuoi giorni ridenti  alternating your laughing days 
 fra gli scherzi di Bacco e d’amor. between the games of  Bacchus and Love. 
 
This 3/8 allegretto has an almost pastoral quality, with 32nd-note flourishes echoed by the flutes in the 
orchestra.  Thus, between the A and B sections, Edonide commands the extremes of  marvel and 
delight typical of  fashionable Italian opera. 
 In terms of  the aesthetic standards outlined above, Edonide’s third aria is arguably the most 
luxurious in its persuasive attempt.  The common-time moderato aria, preceded by a lavish 
ritornello, matches the style of  the most fashionable arias of  the period, including those of  Gluck 
before his reform operas.  A sizeable majority of  Gluck’s and Hasse’s arias in the 1750s, as well as 
Gluck’s later arias for private palace performances, are moderato/andante arias in duple time, with a 
quarter-note bass, slow harmonic rhythm, and extensive vocal and instrumental ornamentation of  
varying rhythmic values.  This also applies to many arias by contemporaries Florian Gassman and 
Gian Francesco de Maio.  The slow harmonic rhythm and pulsing quarter-notes in the bass provide 
a canvas for extremely varied ornamentation of  the vocal line.   
 Metastasio reveals the weakness in the goddess’s ploy through poetic juxtaposition of  
opposite terms: 
  Mira entrambe, e dimmi poi  Behold both, and then tell me 
  qual di noi già porta in faccia  which of  us already shows in our face 
  la promessa, o la minaccia,  the promise, or the menace, 
                                                 
91 On the connections between vocal virtuosity and the baroque conception of  meraviglia, see Nina Treadwell, 
“Music of  the Gods.”  Speaking of  late 16th-century solo song in intermezzi, Treadwell writes: “Distinctions 
between phrases and seemingly unwieldy, but wide-ranging, passagework within phrases may have contributed 
to a wondrous effect, one that emphasized fractured musical moments and an impression of  musical stasis as 




   
  del contento, o del martir.  of  contentment, or of  suffering. 
 
  Accompagnami, se lieti vuoi  Accompany me if  you want to be happy 
  per sempre i giorni tuoi;  for all of  your days. 
  abbandonami, se vuoi   Abandon me if  you want 
  fra gli stenti impallidir.   to pale among hardships. 
 
Connecting verbal and musical meaning, Hasse uses the word “minaccia” (menace) as the basis of  
most of  his large melismas, revealing the confusion and deception of  Edonide’s rhetoric. 
 As shown in Example 3, the constantly varied division of  rhythms and continuously shifting 
figurations break up the musical line and create an almost dizzying listening experience.  The slow 
earnestness of  the first phrases of  the aria seems to indicate a level of  emotional sincerity, and 
indeed, the modern listener might begin to hear a relationship to the earnest emotionalism of  the 
German empfindsamer Stil.92  However, the level of  figuration and sheer speed of  the notes accelerates 
as the aria continues, revealing the true intentions of  the character.  In his melismas, Hasse piles on 
sequence after sequence of  changing figurations, accumulating a seemingly endless variety of  
pleasurable options.  Each sequence deftly avoids a final cadence, prolonging our expectation and 
heightening the sensual thrill of  listening.  The 32nd-note run to the high Bb brings the titillation to 
its highest point before descending to a coy subdominant leaning of  the cadential melody.  The 





                                                 
92 As Daniel Heartz and Bruce Alan Brown explain, in many ways this north German style was 
"indistinguishable from the international idiom of  finely nuanced, periodic melody, supported by light-
textured accompaniment," which has often been characterized as galant.  The primary difference was the level 
of  acceptable ornamentation.  Again, there is an understanding that the ornamentation so characteristic of  
the Italian operatic style "tickles the ear" without touching the heart.  See Daniel Heartz and Bruce Alan 





   
Example 3: “Mira entrambe, e dimmi poi,” mm. 58-70, vocal line and bass.  
 
 The effect of  this aria on the listener goes beyond simply presenting an endless array of  
delights.  The continual shifting and wandering of  Edonide’s coloratura and the relentless fluttering 
of  her trills create a diffusive effect, which relates to the role of  ornament in the aesthetic of  luxury.  
As exemplified in rococo painting and decoration, the ornament was designed to scatter and diffuse 
the attention of  the observer, leading to an almost disorienting experience that blurred the 
distinctions between subject and artistic object.93 In musical terms, the multiple sequences that 
                                                 
93 Hermann Bauer, a leading scholar of  rococo art, has discussed these destabilizing effects.  See Michael Elia 
Yonan, “Embodying the Empress-Widow: Maria Theresa and the Arts at Schönbrunn, 1765-1780” (PhD 
diss., University of  North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2001),” 205-6. Such dazzling experience also accords with 
Martha Feldman’s recent description of  the social magic resulting from the pure technical prowess of  the 
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continually delay gratification, the variety of  the musical surface, and the fluttering effect of  the 
actual vocal figures might cause the listener to, in a sense, “lose his way” in the aria, an apt parallel 
for Edonide’s deceptive words. The listener (along with Alcide) becomes the passive object of  
Edonide’s vocal magic.  This sensual, surface, feminine beauty found in the detail of  the ornament 
stood in stark contrast to the Winckelmannian aesthetic of  masculine noble simplicity and to 
emerging notions of  the sublime.94   
 The flickering effect of  the singer’s ornamented voice against the restrained, cool palette of  
the string orchestration provides a sensual and almost intimate experience, especially in contrast with 
the bombastic expression of  “Non verranno.”  This performance must be visualized as emanating 
from the mouth of  a singer, the fabulously well-paid Caterina Gabrielli, richly appointed in a mixture 
of  rococo high fashion and stylized theatrical garb, singing to an audience that reflected her 
fashionable glitter in their own costumes.  Perhaps drawing on his own background as a singer, 
Hasse is able to construct melodic lines, particularly in Gabrielli’s first and third arias, that 
manipulate the sonic and bodily qualities of  Gabrielli’s voice in very specific ways.  The prevalence 
of  trills or short clusters of  rapidly sung notes break up the line of  the voice in favor of  coloristic 
effect and emphasize the laryngal or diaphragmatic articulation of  the notes.  It is also no 
coincidence that Edonide sings by far the highest notes of  the opera (high D), and in these three 
arias, Gabrielli would have been able to strategically exploit the aurally penetrating effect of  her 
                                                                                                                                                             
operatic voice.  See Martha Feldman, Opera and sovereignty: transforming myths in eighteenth-century Italy (Chicago: 
University of  Chicago Press, 2007), 22-34. 
 
94 On the ascription of  femininity to detail in Western culture, see Naomi Schorr, Reading in Detail: Aesthetics 
and the Feminine (New York: Routledge, 1987).  The concept of  the sublime as an aesthetic category distinct 
from beauty was developed during this period most importantly in Edward Young’s Night Thoughts (1745), 
Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of  Our Ideas of  the Sublime and Beautiful (1756), and 
Immanuel Kant’s Beobachtungen über das Gefühl des Schönen und Erhabenen (1764). Johann Joachim Winckelmann 
(1717-1768) was one of  the leading forces in the neoclassical movement in the eighteenth century. His 
Gedanken über die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst (1755), based on his 




   
highest register, often at the climax of  Hasse’s melismas. The importance of  vocal production in 
operatic meaning was not lost on Metastasio, who provides insights into the style of  singing 
Gabrielli may have employed: 
Instead of  making their voices firm, robust, and sonorous, [today’s singers] endeavor to 
make them light and pliant.  With this new method they have achieved that amazing vocal 
flexibility that elicits the audience’s resounding applause; but a voice that is minced into 
particles, and thus weakened, in singing arpeggios, runs and trills can indeed produce the 
kind of  pleasure that is aroused by sheer amazement (meraviglia), and must be preceded by a 
syllogism.  But it can never arouse the kind of  pleasure immediately produced by the 
vigorous physical impression of  a clear, firm and robust voice, which strikes our auditory 
organs with a forcefulness equal to that of  delight, and causes its effects to penetrate to the 
innermost recesses of  our soul.95 
 
 In the arias of  Aretea, then, we would expect a type of  vocal writing that functioned not as 
flirtatious papillotage, but as a servant to moral instruction, penetrating to the listener’s heart and 
not just the ear.  After Edonide has given Alcides (and the audience) a glimpse of  her kingdom, as 
portrayed by an extended chorus with soloists and lavish ballet, she is interrupted by a military 
march announcing the entrance of  Aretea. This goddess sings an aria begging Alcides to stop in his 









                                                 




   
Example 4: “Ah, che fai? T’arresta Alcide!” mm. 1-30, vocal line and bass. 
 
 Ah, che fai? T’arresta Alcide!  Ah, what are you doing? Stop, Alcide! 
 A sequir quell’orme infide  To follow that perfidious track 
 non lasciarti lusingar.   do not let yourself  be flattered. 
  Internal recit (Edonide): 
  E si attento l’ascolti?   And you listen so attentively? 
  Ah negl’ingiusti oltraggi miei  Ah, in these outrageous injustices 
  qual mai piacer ritrovi?   what pleasure will you ever find? 
95 
 
   
 Or ti giovi essere accorto:  Now it behooves you to be wise: 
 quel nocchier promette il porto, this pilot promises the port, 
 ma conduce a naufragar.  but leads to shipwreck. 
  Internal recit (Edonide): 
  Più non udirla, amico:   Do not listen anymore, friend: 
  Sieguimi, andiam.   Follow me, let us go. 
  Già dubbitasti assai.   You have already doubted too much. 
 
Coming straight out of  the preceding recitative, and with recitative woven within, this aria serves as a 
direct parallel to Edonide’s first aria, and yet its form of  expression is directly opposed.  Aretea’s aria 
announces her dignified mien in its opening phrase, which Hasse sets with strong cadential figures 
and quickly moving harmonies.  Aretea’s allegro aria is certainly not devoid of  coloratura, but this 
coloratura is relatively restrained and put to didactic purpose, vividly painting the word “lusingar,” 
and almost mocking the misleading vocal turns of  her adversary. 
The wandering melisma makes clear the dangerous seduction of  Edonide’s flattery, as Hasse 
ironically frames the allure of  vocal ornamentation.  Aretea’s lyrics are set in an unusually compact 
way, leading to multiple repetitions of  the “lusingar” ornamentation within the A section.  Similarly, 
in the B section a striking set of  downward scalar passages sets the word “naufragar,” didactically 
painting the dangers that await Alcides. 
 Following Edonide’s decadent “Mira entrambe,” Aretea’s final rebuttal is appropriately 
restrained; her opening line will be echoed almost exactly in an aria (“Come rapida si vede”) sung 
later by Alcide’s wise mentor Fronimo (tenor).  She sings of  the strengthening power of  trials, a 
lesson well known to Maria Theresa, using a classic Metastasian simile: 
  Quell’onda che ruina   That wave that breaks 
  dalla pendice alpina   against the cliff 
  balza, si frange, e mormora  leaps, splashes and murmurs, 
  ma limpida si fà.   but then becomes clear. 
  
  Altra riposa è vero   The other repose, it is true, 
  in cupo fondo ombroso,  in dark, shadowy depths, 
  ma perde in quel riposo  but loses in that repose 




   
Prefaced by a concise ritornello, Aretea’s vocal line, as shown in Example 5, is mostly syllabic with 
many octave leaps, approaching the style of  a tenor aria.  She does however indulge in lavish 
melismas on the final word of  the stanza, which, though conservative compared to Edonide’s 
efforts, utilize the variegated ornamentation of  her enemy.   




This indulgence is not out of  place in Metastasio’s and Hasse’s conception, where Edonide and 
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Aretea are reconciled when the former agrees to be subject to the latter.  Hasse’s setting adds the 
necessary artifice to Metastasio’s stern moral lesson, as well as demonstrating his own ability “to use 
the wonderful with taste.”96  
 Metastasio consistently acknowledged that a degree of  pleasurable artifice was necessary to 
keep the spectators in suspense and to draw them into the drama, providing moral instruction 
through sensual seduction, as is demonstrated in Alcide al bivio.97 His goal, as he described to his dear 
friend Carlo Broschi, who as Farinelli would have known something about the pleasures of  operatic 
singing, was to "instruct under the guise of  giving pleasure, and to move the emotions of  the 
listeners in favor of  the moral purpose."98  Under the gilding of  beautiful exteriors, Metastasio 
provided the stern moral lessons he believed it was his duty to give. 
 However, it was the very "sweetness" of  Metastasian poetry that, combined with its strict 
adherence to dramaturgical rules, would cause many innovators to turn against the imperial poet, 
despite their admiration for him.  Johann Jakob Bodmer, a critic of  contemporary opera, wrote: "If  
all operas were written like those of  Metastasio, we would certainly have nothing to fear as regards 
good taste.... What I could fault in Metastasio would perhaps be that he sings much too sweetly for 
me."99 From the opposite side, Metastasio saw the younger generation of  reformers as creating, raw, 
unpolished, ungilded materials for their audiences.  By the 1760s, Metastasio was primarily writing 
for great dynastic events or amateur azione teatrale for the royal household.  Increasingly, the pleasures 
of  Mestastasian poetry would be removed from the public theatrical arena and brought into the 
                                                 
96 According to Johann Adam Hiller; see Flaherty, Opera in German Critical Thought, 184. See the Epilogue for 
further discussion of  the coloratura in Alcide al bivio. 
 
97 Brown, Gluck and the French Theater, 362-367. 
 
98 Metastasio, letter to Carlo Broschi, 28 January 1750.  Quoted in and translated by Neville, “Poet and 
Preacher in Vienna,” Pietro Metastasio: Uomo universal, 47. 
 




   
rococo interiors of  Maria Theresa’s court, the last vestiges of  an aesthetic of  pleasure.   
In the presentation of  Alcide al bivio to the Francophile court of  Maria Theresa, Italian 
operatic ornament and French rococo ornament found a point of  intersection under a larger 
economic and philosophical pan-European understanding of  luxury, such that Edonide’s voice 
might be seen as producing a kind of  operatic papillotage.  Although it would be overly simple to 
consider Italian opera and rococo art to be direct stylistic parallels, the two art forms did come 
together to create a sensual effect of  dazzling pleasure in the courts of  Central Europe. The 
shimmering, dazzling portrayal of  Edonide acted as an operatic personification of  luxury.  
 Just as Hasse and Metastasio were beginning their fruitful collaboration in Vienna, a new 
wave of  operatic reformers began to rail against what they perceived as the verbal and musical 
pleasurable excess and emotional bankruptcy of  Metastasian opera seria.  These new reformers were 
inspired by new trends of  naturalism and emotionalism, justified by sensationalist conceptions of  
human psychology.  Dissatisfied with current opera seria, they returned to the classical source of  the 
ancients, just as the Arcadians had—but rather than focusing on the moral example of  ancient 
tragedy, the new reformers focused on its overwhelming emotional impact.  Algarotti’s ideal 
examples for the new opera are filled with conflagrations, furies scenes, and ghostly visitations.  In 
addition, the reformers further pared down operatic language and musical expression in search of  
the direct beauty and “noble simplicity” of  Greek art.  Whereas characters like Arbace and Tito 
expressed the Metastasian ideal though their mastery over their powerful emotions, heroes like 
Orfeo fully succumbed to emotional force, creating a character less admirable than truly 
sympathetic.  Audiences may revere Tito, but they will weep with Orfeo.  Where Metastasio’s 
characters express themselves in sweetly ornamented speech, “reformed” characters express 
themselves in simple, even inarticulate language, in grand gestures and overwhelming scenic 
tableaux.  It might be argued that the reform operas demonstrated greater verisimilitude than their 
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Metastasian counterparts, but the “natural” quality that Gluck and Calzabigi appealed to was more 
about direct emotional power unrestricted by moral intent than any modern notion of  realism. In 
this they echoed Rousseau’s description of  the origin of  music in the “cry of  nature.” The reformers 
of  the mid-century broke away from Metastasian formal prescriptions, because, like Dubos, they 
believed that unmitigated emotion was the true end of  art, and this new conception of  the “natural” 
was the means to that end.  Viewed through this wider philosophical lens, the various elements of  
reform opera—naturalism, neoclassicism, sentimentality, shock and terror—come together under 
one aesthetic project.100 
 And yet, as I have demonstrated, the motivations behind this reform were not simply 
aesthetic, but rooted in overarching economic and political issues.  In the case of  Vienna, economic 
pressure and political instability threatened the artistic establishment on a large scale, and these 
issues are subtly intertwined with Calzabigi’s views on operatic reform.  Unlike the reform of  opera 
in Mannheim, where it seems to have functioned in the baroque sense of  magnificenza to glorify the 
Elector, or the reform ideal of  Algarotti, which sought an amalgamation of  explicitly French and 
Italian operatic forms, Calzabigi’s reform was, perhaps surprisingly, anti-modernist. He sought to 
completely do away with fashionable operatic styles in a search for the direct emotional expression 
of  ancient art.  In this he seems to merge the aesthetic tracks of  the purist classicism of  
Winckelmann and the expressionist classicism of  Lessing, a union that will be explicated more 
thoroughly in Chapter 3.101 Although in practical terms Calzabigi and Gluck borrowed heavily from 
                                                 
100 The many supporters of  operatic reform who wrote at mid-century stemmed from diverse backgrounds.  
Among early German neoclassicists were Christian Wernicke, Gottlieb Stolle (1673-1744) and Johann 
Burkhard Mencke (1674-1732), who followed the teachings of  Saint Evremond.  Voltaire’s Dissertation sur la 
tragedie ancienne et moderne sought to divest French and Italian opera of  frivolous ornaments and return them to 
the grandeur of  ancient subjects.  Johann Mattheson, Johann Anton Scheibe, Christian Gottfried Krause and 
Marpurg were among the music theorists who thought that opera was excessively ornamented and pleasure-
oriented, and should rather be oriented toward noble simplicity and naturalness.  Gottsched and Lessing 
would also turn against fashionable opera, as would Diderot in his 1758 Discours de la poésie dramatique. 
 
101 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781) famously took issue with Winckelmann’s assessment of  classical 
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French opera à la Algarotti, particularly in the use of  chorus and ballet, their theory notably does not 
admit the Frenchness of  these elements. Particularly in his later writings, Calzabigi’s aesthetics 
separate themselves from his contemporaries in their vehement stand against the affectation of  
courtly culture, which was essentially an anti-French attitude.102   
 In Calzabigi’s aesthetic formulation, the use of  seductive devices such as passages, trills and 
ornaments so characteristic of  Italian opera seria was unacceptible and tantamount to the poet being 
enslaved by the composer.103  But nor was Calzabigi interested in what he considered the arid, 
tuneless style of  French opera, which he saw as devoid of  melody. 104  Calzabigi supported 
Rousseau’s musical philosophies, both in his call for the primacy of  melody over harmony and, in 
his retour à la nature, against the affected court culture of  France.  French music, with its excessive 
ornaments and affected language, was flawed by its concessions to the galant conventions of  its 
culture.  Calzabigi writes in his Lettere all’Alfieri sulle quattro sue prime tragedie (1783), that “The people 
that appear to you are modeled on the French way: all more or less look alike; they think, they speak 
as is the fashion in France; they love like the shepherds of  Fontanelle.... French tragedy is forced, 
                                                                                                                                                             
aesthetics in his Laokoon oder Über die Grenzen der Malerei und Poesie (1766). He also rejected the French-inspired 
literary classicism of  Gottsched. Calzabigi’s aesthetic is best understood through this intersection of  German 
and French aesthetic theory; scholars have largely ignored the German aspects to this point. 
 
102 Incidentally, Hasse was also an outspoken opponent of  French music, largely, apparently, for linguistic 
reasons.  Charles de Brosses, in his Letter to M. de Maleteste of  1739-40, described the composer’s vehemence in 
a charming anecdote: “The famous composer Hasse, known as Il Sassone, nearly choked with anger at me in 
Venice over a few gentle points I wished to make to him concerning his invincible prejudice.  ‘But,’ I said to 
him, ‘have you heard anything of  our music? Do you know what our operas by Lully, Campra and 
Destouches are like? Have you glanced at Hippolyte by our Rameau?’ ‘I! no,’ he replied, ‘God keep me from 
ever seeing or hearing any music other than Italian. Your language is full of  harsh syllables, inappropriate for 
singing and detestable in music.  Let no one speak to me in any other language.’... I saw my man nearly 
suffocate with anger against Lalande and his champions; he was starting to turn chromatic; and if  his wife 
Faustina had not put herself  between us, he would have hooked me with a sixteenth note and showered me 
with sharps.” Quoted in Fubini, Music and Culture, 201. 
 
103 Howard, Portrait, 71. 
 
104 Paolo Gallarati, “Ranieri de’ Calzabigi e la teoria della ‘Musica di declamazione,’” in La figura e l’opera di 




   
stuck in the bonds of  propriety that they have imagined in it.”105 The homogenizing and deceptive 
force of  rococo fashion had rendered French theater emotionally void, just as excessive 
ornamentation and emphasis on sensual pleasure had removed the expressive power of  Italian 
opera.  Calzabigi’s project was to remove opera from a worldly realm of  pleasure and return it to the 
timeless realm of  the ancients, where emotional impact was primary.106  Or perhaps it might be 
better said that Calzabigi was advocating a new type of  operatic pleasure, a pleasure in overwhelming 
emotion, or even in the sublime.107   
 The material pleasures of  luxury were no longer welcome on the opera stage.  Corancez, in 
his “Lettre sur le Chevalier Gluck,” in the Journal de Paris of  1788, connects Gluck’s writing with the 
new anti-luxury ideal in his discussion of  the Elysian Fields scene in Gluck’s Orfeo.  He writes: “The 
happiness of  the Blessed Spirits,’ he added, ‘consists chiefly in their continuity and consequently in 
their consistency.  That is why what we call ‘pleasure’ has no place there.  Pleasure is susceptible to 
degrees of  difference; besides, it becomes tedious, and dulls the palette.”108  Luxurious pleasure had 
indeed become tedious by the second half  18th century, as lace, rocailles, rouge, wigs, and other 
caprices slowly disappeared from fashion, replaced by neo-classical and pastoral trends like the 
                                                 
105 Gallarati, “Musica di declamazione,” 11: “I personaggi, che vi compariscono, sono modellati sul fare 
francese: tutti presso a poco si somigliano; pensano, parlano com’è la moda in Francia: amano come i pastori 
di Fontanelle... La tragedia francese è forzata, inceppata ne’ lagami di una decenza che hanno là immaginata.” 
 
106 A writer to the Mercure de France in August 1772, contrasts the older, pleasurable aesthetic with the new 
aesthetic of  classicizing emotionalism: “the fault [with French opera] lay not so much with the truly admirable 
French musicians as with the poets, who, knowing nothing of  the range of  which music is capable, had in 
their compositions preferred esprit to sentiment, gallantry to passion, polished and colorful verses to a moving 
style or situation.” Hedwig and von Asow, eds., The Collected Papers of  Gluck, 33. 
 
107 See E. J. Clery, “The Paradox of  Terror: Paradox in Edmund Burke’s Theory of  the Sublime,” in Portet 
and Roberts, ed., Pleasure in the Eighteenth Century,164-181. Clery argues that in the mid-18th century in 
England, with the emergence of  the new theories of  the sublime, audiences began to value the pleasures of  
intense emotional experience, even terror, at a time when sweeter pleasures were found cloying.  Edmund 
Burke argued that luxury enfeebled the mind and heart, whereas sublime experiences were strengthening to 
the private and public body. 
 




   
chemise dress of  Marie Antoinette.109  However, the sensual pleasures of  the operatic stage could not 
be so easily quelled, leading to a final resurgence of  fantastic coloratura in the French and Italian 
opera in the 19th century.110  
 
Maria Theresa and Luxury 
While the operatic reformers waged their battles on paper and on the Burgtheater stage, Maria 
Theresa turned her attention toward Schönbrunn, her vast summer home in a suburb of  Vienna.  In 
the 1760s she began her most famous and ambitious decorative projects in Schönbrunn, creating the 
still extant Vieux-laque Zimmer and Millionenzimmer (so called because it cost a million gulden to build) 
as memorials to her beloved husband and as ways to maintain her power as an empress-widow, as 
her deceased husband had been the true emperor.111  While neo-classicists in France railed against 
the Gothic and barbarous extravagances of  rococo art and fashion, Maria Theresa coated her palace 
walls with exorbitantly expensive rosewood rocailles, precious Mughal artwork and chinoiserie, and 
mirrors in gilded frames.  Widowed in 1765, Maria Theresa increasingly withdrew from the public 
eye, and she created a final enclave for the comforts of  rococo luxury, in apparent defiance of  the 
fact that the Hofkammer debt had risen to 285 million gulden by the end of  the Seven Years’ War in 
1763.112 Yet, as Michael Yonan has argued, these apparent "comforts" were carefully crafted to 
                                                 
109 As Marie Antoinette’s infamous chemise dress demonstrates, with the rise of  the fashion press in the 
1780s, it might be argued that “fashionization” of  neo-classical and “rustic” trends transformed noble 
simplicity and natural plainness into a new type of  luxury commodity. Thanks to Michele Majer of  the Bard 
Graduate Center for her insights on this issue. 
 
110
 On the evolution of coloratura in the nineteenth century, see “The Feminization of Coloratura in the 19
th
 Century” 
(PhD diss., Columbia University, 2009). 
 
111 For an extensive discussion and analysis of  Maria Theresa’s late decorative programs at Schönbrunn and 
their relationship to luxury and sovereign representation, see Yonan, "Embodying the Empress-Widow." 
 




   
project a specific image of  power and modernity.113  
 Maria Theresa’s forty-year reign (1740-1780) encompassed the core of  a transformative 
period in the conception of  luxury, which may explain some of  the seeming paradoxes of  her court 
culture.  She is often depicted as a ruler torn between conservatism and reform, orthodoxy and 
secularism, unwilling to let go of  the culture of  the ancien régime and yet paving the way for the 
extreme reforms of  her son Joseph II.  The empress was torn between the Habsburg mythologies 
that she had been taught and the financial and political realities of  her reign.  In addition, she had 
never been prepared by her father to rule, and, despite the Pragmatic Sanction, had probably been 
more prepared for a life of  private splendor as a royal wife than a life as sovereign of  a state in 
continual financial distress.  Her personal aesthetic tastes reflect such a tendency, far removed from 
the austere public formality of  her father’s lifestyle.  The Viennese baroque notion of  luxury as an 
austere public magnificenza was transformed through rococo style into a comfortable, intimate, 
interior type of  luxury, though still engineered to reflect Maria Theresa's own personal brand of  
sovereign power. 
 Once an avid theater-goer, Maria Theresa’s interest in the Burgtheater greatly diminished 
gradually during her reign; her box was remodeled in 1759 for the purpose of  holding audiences 
during performances.114  Instead, the empress was increasingly entertained by intimate amateur 
productions by her family and court, in both Italian and French, at the theaters in Schönbrunn and 
Laxenburg, built in 1747 and 1753 respectively. The uses of  luxury in everyday courtly life had 
drastically changed.  The Burgtheater was now semi-private, open to a paying, bourgeois public.  
Where Charles VI would have risked financial ruin in ‘status consumption’ as proof  of  his absolute 
power, Maria Theresa began to adopt a more pragmatic economic sensibility in her reign, while still 
                                                 
113 Yonan, Empress Maria Theresa, Chapter 3. 
 




   
employing the pleasure of  rococo luxury.115 
 Maria Theresa was not alone in her desire to hold on to the last vestiges of  an aesthetic of  
pleasure, luxury and refinement.  I have already mentioned Metastasio’s and Hasse’s steadfastness in 
their belief  in the virtue of  pleasure at the service of  moral instruction; even Hasse’s penultimate 
work, Piramo e Tisbe (1768), often considered his only “reform” opera, employed ravishing coloratura 
amidst through-composed arias and largely accompanied recitative.  Alcide al bivio dismantles the 
simple binary between pleasure and truth constructed by the mid-century reformers. It seems only 
natural that Metastasio rebutted Calzabigi’s accusations by calling the younger librettist’s works 
“excessively natural and without enough artifice” and by describing Gluck as “with a marvelous fire, 
but crazy.”116  
 In a case where “progressives” advocate a retour à l’antique, while the goût moderne  is 
considered barbaric, it is vital to remember that operatic history was never a straightforward 
evolution. At the same time we must consider that, whether consciously or not, the operatic 
reformers participated in a production of  cultural meaning that extended far beyond the operatic 
stage. Their words, designed to present an autonomous aesthetic agenda, covered the fact that their 
efforts were motivated by real economic, social and political pressures. The role of  luxury in the 
reform debates, as it connects to a larger network of  questions regarding human nature and 
morality, reveals how much was at stake in the operatic crossroads of  the mid-eighteenth century, 
including the separation of  art from luxury and from socio-political representation.117 Studying the 
meanings of  pleasure and luxury reveals the culture of  the reformers unmasked by their words, in 
                                                 
115 Sabine Radermacher, “Die Gattung des Festa Teatrale und Hasses Egeria” Hasse Studien 3 (1996): 40. 
 
116 The Calzabigi description is quoted in Daniel Heartz, Haydn, Mozart and the Viennese School, 1740-1780 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1995), 162. The Gluck description is quoted in Stefan Kunze, 
“Christophe Willibald Gluck, oder: Die “Natur” des musikalischen Dramas,” in Christoph Willibald Gluck und 
die Opernreform, ed. Klaus Hortschansky (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1989), 398. 
 
117 Saisselin, Enlightenment against the Baroque, 136-137. 
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which, for many, aesthetic value was tied to sensual pleasure, in which masks, artifice, gilded surfaces 
and endless variety were to be celebrated for their deceptive and titillating effects. It might cause us 
to re-evaluate the one-sided reformist historical narrative of  opera that has dominated scholarship 
and re-value the long denigrated operatic papillotage of  the eighteenth century. Rather than dismissing 
eighteenth-century operatic ornament as empty display, “merely” pretty, the culture and records of  
Maria Theresa’s court help us to situate opera seria, vocal display, and reform impulses in a complex 





   
CHAPTER 3 
 
Sonnenfels, Sympathy, and the Performance of  Reform Opera 
 
Charles Burney provides a fascinating description of  two vastly different vocal styles that embody 
the two operatic factions he identified in the city of  Vienna: that of  Metastasio and Hasse, and that 
of  Calzabigi and Gluck.  The account is all the more interesting because it describes two musical 
“daughters” of  two very different artists, the first being the niece of  Gluck, and the second being 
the pupil of  Metastasio—composer, pianist and singer Marianna Martinez (1744-1812). Burney 
describes the performance by Gluck’s niece as follows:  
She executed, admirably, several entire scenes in her uncle’s operas, of  which the music was 
so truly dramatic, picturesque, and well-expressed that, if  my conjecture may be admissable, 
if  the first vocal music being the voice of  passion and cry of  nature, the chevalier Gluck’s 
compositions, and his niece’s performances, entirely fulfill that idea.1   
 
To Burney, Gluck’s niece embodied the Rousseauian ideal of  natural expression, in which song, 
language and expression are perfectly united.  Burney mentions drama, emotion, and an almost 
pictorial quality in her performance, but says nothing of  her technical skill or vocal beauty. On the 
other side of  the aesthetic spectrum was the performance by Martinez, the disciple of  Metastasio: 
Her voice and manner of  singing, both delighted and astonished me!... I should suppose that 
Pistocco, Bernacchi, and the old school of  singing, in the time of  cantatas, sustained, divided 
the voice by minute intervals, and expressed words in this manner, which is not to be 
described: common language cannot express uncommon effects.  To say that her voice was 
naturally well-toned and sweet, that she had an excellent shake, a perfect intonation, a facility 
of  executing the most rapid and difficult passages, and a touching expression, would be to 
                                                 
1 Charles Burney, Present State of  Music in Germany, the Netherlands, and the United Provinces… (London: Becket, 
Robson and Robinson, 1775), 293. 
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say no more than I have already said, and with truth, of  others; but here I want words that 
could still increase the significance and energy of  these expressions. ... Let me only add, that 
in the portamento, and divisions of  tones and semi-tones into infinitively minute parts, and yet 
always stopping upon the exact fundamental, Signora Martinez was more perfect than any 
singer I had ever heard; her cadences too, of  this kind, were very learned, and truly pathetic 
and pleasing.2 
 
Burney’s description focuses primarily on Martinez’s technical mastery and precision. His mention 
of  delight and astonishment matches precisely the two vocal ideals at the mid-century: galant and 
bravura.  However, significantly, delight and awe does not preclude “touching expression.”  
Martinez’s expression does not stem from an imitation of  the natural accents of  the voice, but 
through learned manipulation of  the voice.  The voice is “pathetic and pleasing,” but its effects are 
not relatable, natural, or universal—Burney describes them as “uncommon effects.”  Her emotional 
expression results from her fundamental difference from her audience, her almost super-human 
abilities.  She inspires wonder, and through this, affect. 
 The expressive difference between the singing of  these two women is much more than a 
simple difference in compositional or vocal style; it is the result of  a paradigmatic shift in the 
understanding of  emotion and communication.  As Martha Feldman has argued, singing in 
traditional Italian serious opera was based on communication between charismatic, almost super-
human performer and awed listener, a dynamic of  meraviglia that was often described in quasi-
magical terms.3  Individual words of  the text, repeated many times, were expressed in a highly 
rhetorical or painterly fashion through the ornamentation of  the voice.  The singer’s virtuosic voice 
                                                 
2 Burney, Present State of  Music, 312-313. 
 
3 See Martha Feldman, Opera and Sovereignty: Transforming Myths in Eighteenth-Century Italy (Chicago: University 




   
manipulated and overwhelmed the emotions and senses of  the listener.  The Cartesian model of  the 
body accords well with this type of  performance—the voice works through mechanical force on the 
sensory organs of  the listener, stirring the animal spirits through the tubes of  the body to create 
emotion.4 
 In the case of  Gluck’s niece, the method of  communication with the listener was not that of  
overwhelming or awe, but of  identification. Her simple, natural means of  expression allowed the 
listener to fully identify with her character and to thus take part in the character’s emotions. This 
identification was known as sympathy (Antheilnehmung), a notion that was strongly affected by 
changing ideas in contemporary science and medicine.5 Sympathy, or the capacity to feel the 
sentiments of  another, was an important element of  literary sensibility.6 But more than this, it was a 
preoccupation in eighteenth-century fiction, biography, aesthetics, and moral philosophy, intimately 
                                                 
4 This is the mechanism of  emotional response to a stimulus described by Descartes in his watershed 1650 
work, Passions de l’âme. See Descartes, Passions of  the Soul, trans. Stephen M. Voss (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1989). 
 
5 Following David Marshall, I will use the word sympathy as opposed to the more modern word empathy, both 
to mirror eighteenth-century usage and to avoid the modern psychological overtones of  the latter. See 
Marshall, The Surprising Effects of  Sympathy: Marivaux, Diderot, Rousseau, and Mary Shelley (Chicago: University of  
Chicago Press, 1988), 3-4.   
 
6 Terms such as “sentiment,” “sensibility,” and “Empfindsamkeit” changed in meaning throughout the 
eighteenth century, eventually becoming associated with the musical and literary movements usually 
associated with the term today. In French and English, sentiment originally referred to impressions on the 
senses; it was connected with aesthetic taste, in the theories of  Lecerf  de la Viéville, and with the 
nonintellectual sensation of  beauty, by the Abbé Dubos a few years later. At this time “sentiments” also 
became connected with the emotions, particularly gentle, intellectual emotions that were opposed to more 
violent “passions.” 
 “Sensibility” derived originally from the sciences (as will be described below) and eventually became 
connected with the tendency toward sentiments of  tenderness and love. Johann Mattheson used the term 
“Empfindung” to correlate with the English “sentiment” (he would translate Samuel Richardson’s Pamela in 
1742). In 1755, Johann Adam Hiller contrasted the sentiments (Empfindungen) with the passions 
(Leidenschaften), the former distinguished by their gentle, reflective nature. By 1762, “empfindsam” had 
become a translation choice for “sensible,” with the translation of  Sterne’s Sentimental Journey as Empfindsame 
Reise in 1769. See Georgia Cowart, “Sense and Sensibility in Eighteenth-Century Musical Thought, Acta 
Musicologica 56/2 (1984): 251-266 for a history of  the term “sensibility” and its application to music. 
Explorations of  the relationship between opera and sensibility include Stefan Castelvecchi, “Sentimental 
Opera: The Emergence of  a Genre, 1760-1790” (Ph.D. diss., University of  Chicago, 1999), Jessica Waldoff. 
“Sentiment and Sensibility in La vera costanza,” in Haydn Studies, ed. Dean Sutcliffe. (Cambridge University 




   
bound with issues of  theatricality. Sympathy was a broad category, encompassing pity, compassion, 
and commiseration. It was a mode of  social interaction facilitated by a new understanding of  human 
nature.  Echoed and amplified on the stage, it would have a profound impact on the relationship 
between performers and audiences. 
 That this new understanding of  emotion and communication affected the world of  
performance is evinced by the reforms of  theater, dance and opera that occurred in the mid-century. 
Though much ink has been spilled over the changes in performance practice in the realms of  theater 
and dance—how bodies acted onstage—there has been relatively little attention paid to the changes 
in operatic performance because of  the focus on composition.7 However, Gluck himself  indicated 
that the score was not sufficient to produce the emotional effect he desired, writing in a 1770 letter 
to the Duke of  Braganza, 
Very little would suffice, by merely changing something in the expression of  my aria 'Che 
farò senza Euridice?' to turn it into a saltarello for marionettes.  A note more or less 
sustained, a neglected rinforzo in the time or a voice carelessly omitted, an appoggiatura out 
of  place, a shake, a passage, a run, may ruin a whole scene in such an opera.8 
 
Gluck explains that it is the skilled execution of  the piece by an intelligent and sensitive performer, 
in this case Guadagni, which completes the composition and renders the correct emotion. Stefan 
Kunze has gone so far as to suggest that it was precisely the way the reform operas were envisioned 
as living performance that made them so significantly new in the eighteenth century.9  At the most 
                                                 
7 The important exceptions are Patricia Howard,  “ ‘A Very Individual Talent for Teaching Singers:’ Pedagogy 
and Performance Practice in Gluck’s Operas,” Opera Journal 34/1 (2001): 3-14 and “’No Equal on Any Stage 
in Europe’: Guadagni as Actor,” Musical Times 151 (Spring 2010): 9-21. 
 
8 Translated in in Patricia Howard, Gluck: An Eighteenth-Century Portrait in Letters and Documents (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1995), 97. 
 
9 Kunze has noted that Gluck’s negligence in score-writing might be indicative of  his concern with 
performative over textual matters, and that the most pertinent aspect of  Gluck’s compositional style is the 
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basic level, this suggests that not only were the original performers vital to the success of  these 
operas—indeed, Calzabigi explicitly stated that Orfeo would have failed in the hands of  any other 
singer except Guadagni—but that the performers should also be credited with an authorial voice, 
despite the fact that Gluck was assuming ever more authorial power as a composer. 
 We will never know exactly how these operas were staged and performed, a difficulty 
cemented by the relative lack of  critical literature and production records in eighteenth-century 
Vienna.  However, in the case of  Gluck’s 1767 Alceste, a brief  but significant eye-witness account 
does exist, in the Briefe über the die Wienerische Schaubühne (1767-1769) by Josef  von Sonnenfels 
(1732/3-1817), a political theorist, writer, and social reformer.  Although his description does not 
help us reconstruct the performance, his personal response to the opera reveals a great deal about 
changing currents in the performance and reception of  theater and opera in mid-century Europe.10  
The case of  Sonnenfels is particularly interesting because of  his moralistic political agenda and his 
situation in a German-language literary context, a context from which the reform operas of  Gluck 
and Calzabigi are not often approached, but with which they have important connections.11    
Charles Burney wrote, Gluck’s operas “contain few difficulties of  execution, though many of  
expression.”12  An eighteenth-century understanding of  sympathy may help us untangle some of  
these difficulties.  While the original performances of  reform opera are lost to us, understanding the 
                                                                                                                                                             
emphasis on its actuality in performance.  See Stefan Kunze, “Christoph Willibald Gluck, oder: Die ‘Natur’ 
des musikalischen Dramas,” in Christoph Willibald Gluck und die Opernreform (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1989), 416-418. 
 
10 I draw here on the Ansatzpünkte concept of  Auerbach mentined in the Introduction. See Ginzburg, 
“Latitude, Slaves, and the Bible: An Experiment in Microhistory,” Critical Inquiry 31/3 (2005): 666.  
 
11 Walther Vetter’s Christoph Willibald Gluck: ein Essay (Leipzig: Deutscher Verlag für Musik, 1964) relates 
Gluck’s music to the literary context of  German classicism. More recently, see Ernst Wangermann, “Wien 
und sein Kultur zur Zeit Glucks,” in Kongressbericht Gluck im Wien, 13-20, and Simon Richter, “Sculpture, 
Music, Text: Winckelmann, Herder and Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride,” Goethe Yearbook 8 (1996): 157-171. 
 




   
impulses and currents behind the performances can provide insight on what they meant to 
contemporary audiences and might inspire new directions for their performance today. 
 
Sympathy and the Science of  Sensibility 
 
As demonstrated by Johann Mattheson’s German translation of  Richardson’s Pamela in 1742, or 
Joachim Christoph Bode’s translation of  Sterne’s Sentimental Journey as Empfindsame Reise in 1769, 
notions of  sensibility were whole-heartedly adopted by the German-speaking lands.13 Sonnenfels 
used concepts like Empfindung (sentiment), Antheilnehmung (sympathy) and Mitleid (empathy) to form 
the touchstone of  his aesthetic judgment, writing of  the portrayal of  Alceste,  
Madame Bernasconi played Alceste with a truth (Wahrheit), sensibility (Empfindung) and 
sympathy (Antheilnehmung) that are marveled at...Her gestures follow only the movements of  
the heart, and her heart always leads her to the most appropriate, and frequently to the finest 
expression.14 
 
 For eighteenth-century aesthetics in general, the effect of  a work of  art on the beholder was 
a pivotal issue.15 Yet the interest in sympathy went beyond the arts. How to approach the interior of  
the mind through the vocal and physical expression of  the body—the legibility of  emotion—
became a matter of  great interest, particularly as academics gradually began to lose their trust in 
modern verbal language. 16  As the natural became the benchmark for truth, language became 
                                                 
13 Cowart, “Sense and Sensibility,” 263. 
 
14 Joseph von Sonnenfels, Briefe über die Wienerische Schaubühne, ed. Hilde Haider-Pregler, Wiener Neudrucke 9 
(Graz: Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1988), 25-26: “Madame Bernasconi, spielte Alcesten, mit 
einer Wahrheit, Empfindung, und Antheilnehmung, die bewundert werden... Ihre Geberde folget nur den 
Bewegungen des Herzens, und ihr Herz führet sie beständig auf  den angemessensten, und nicht selten auf  
den feinsten Ausdruck.”  All translations of  Sonnenfels are the author’s own. 
 
15 Marshall, Sympathy, 2. 
 
16 My discussion of  emotion and the body in the 18th century is informed by G. S. Rousseau, ed., Languages of  
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increasingly unsatisfactory as a form of  emotional communication.  Language, particularly the 
artificial and duplicitous language of  the court, was too easily manipulated and too divorced from 
simple nature.  A search for natural expression and the representation of  that expression in the arts 
catalyzed diverse phenomena such as sentimental literature; dance, theater and opera reform; and the 
writings of  Rousseau, Diderot, Lessing, and Herder. 
 According to these writers, the most primal emotion led to the most natural expression: the 
sights and sounds of  the body in pain represented the emotion of  the interior most truthfully.  As 
Simon Richter writes, “The response to pain made all things visible or audible; it exposed the soul.”17 
In the theories of  Herder and Rousseau, the natural vocal emanations of  the body in response to 
pain or passion formed the origin of  language—and also the origin of  music.18  However, while 
pleasure could be easily feigned, the body in pain could not so easily restrain its expression; this view 
takes on extra significance when considered in light of  the fact that, in the eighteenth century, pain 
in the form of  public torture, unanaesthetized surgery, and unmedicated illness was much more 
audible and visible than it is in our society today.19   
 The cry of  nature, or the vocal accents provoked by suffering, evoked sympathy in the 
listener (Antheilnehmung, Mitleid), in a connection that was often compared to the resonance of  
                                                                                                                                                             
Psyche: Mind and Body in Enlightenment Thought (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1990); Simon Richter, 
Laocoon’s Body and the Aesthetics of  Pain (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1992), and Christopher Fox, ed., 
Psychology and Literature in the Eighteenth Century (New York: AMS Press, 1987).  On sensibility, see Janet Todd, 
Sensibility: An Introduction (London: Methuen, 1996), John Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability: The Language of  
Feeling in the Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), and G. S. Rousseau, “Nerves, Spirits, and 
Fibers: Towards Defining the Origins of  Sensibility,” in Studies in the Eighteenth Century III (Toronto: University 
of  Toronto Press, 1976), 137-57. On the connections between eighteenth-century conceptions of  bodily 
sensation and music see Elizabeth LeGuin, Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal Musicology (Berkeley: University 
of  California Press, 2006), 6-9. 
 
17 Richter, “Sculpture, Music, Text,” 161. 
 
18 Richter, “Sculpture, Music, Text,” 162-163. 
 
19 This fascination with the truthful legibility of  the body in pain was a major impetus behind the writings of  
the Marquis de Sade. See David B. Harris, “The Marquis de Sade and the Discourses of  Pain: Literature and 




   
vibrating strings.  The observer of  pain was not moved through rhetorical linguistic persuasion, but 
through the natural communication of  sympathy.  For theorists like David Hume and Adam Smith, 
sympathy depended on the individual sensibility of  the observer, as well as the worthiness of  the 
suffering object.20  But the sincerity of  the suffering body was rarely in doubt.  Completely absorbed 
in its own pain, the suffering body ignored societal rules to writhe, grimace, and cry out with the 
natural expression of  emotion, rendering itself  completely transparent and legible.   The concept 
of  sympathy was supported by a new body of  scientific knowledge that was increasingly based on 
the literal observation of  the body’s interior through vivisection.  The previous, post-Cartesian era 
of  medicine had been dominated (though not without important detractors) by the idea of  
iatromechanism, or the belief  that living creatures operated by the same physical and mechanistic 
principles that controlled inorganic bodies.21  Though the Galenic system of  humors retained 
powerful influence in popular culture and in scientific circles—indeed, Descartes integrates the 
humors into his mechanistic conception—they took on a secondary role of  sustaining rather than 
creating the emotions. In the latter half  of  the seventeenth century and the early eighteenth century, 
the body was commonly compared to an elaborate machine, a hydraulic system of  pipes and liquids, 
which, though almost incomprehensibly complex, was nonetheless reducible to a basic system of  
simple mechanistic reactions.  This idea was widespread throughout not only the medical community 
but also the general public; images of  man as a hydraulic machine appear frequently in popular 
literature of  the period.22   
However, by the mid-eighteenth century, new scientific observation bred dissatisfaction with 
                                                 
20 Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability, 36-44. 
 
21 On the epistemic shift from iatromechanism to sensible organic bodies, see Sergio Moravia. “From Homme 
machine to Homme sensible: Changing 18th-century Models of  Man’s Image.” Journal of  the History of  Ideas 39/1 
(1978): 45-60. 
 





   
the iatromechanistic paradigm.  Scientists and physicians began to observe that organic materials 
seemed to have special inherent properties that differentiated them from their inorganic 
counterparts.  Albrecht von Haller, in his pivotal De partibus corporis humani sensibilibus et irritabilibus 
(1752) named these properties irritability and sensitivity, the former applying to the innate organic 
quality of  movement, and the latter to the quality of  feeling.  Théophile Bordeu (1722-1776) 
described sensitivity—a sense of  feeling that unites the various parts of  the organism in sympathetic 
communication—as the defining quality of  life.  The medical concept of  sensitivity had several 
important implications for the understanding of  human emotion.  First, the human body and 
passions were no longer entirely at the mercy of  external forces, as they had been in the 
iatromechanistic conception.  Second, sensitivity allowed for the possibility of  unconscious and 
involuntary emotions and impulses.  Whereas previously the body had been dominated by fluid-
filled tubes, the sensible human body was dominated by nerves and fibers that resonated with 
inherent sensitivity.23 
Physicians extended these ideas to the study of  emotion and particularly to nervous and 
emotional disorders, popularizing for the general public such terms as sensitivity, nerves, fibers, 
vapors, and vibrations.24  George Cheyne’s The English Malady of  1733 opened up an entirely new 
vocabulary of  terms and ideas for contemporary novelists.25  Such findings were quickly applied to 
artistic expression, fueling the fire of  the sensibility movement.26  Samuel Richardson, the 
                                                 
23 Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability, 231. 
 
24 Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability, 205. 
 
25 Cheyne’s work continues the trend of  giving nominal attention to the Galenic humours, but then 
minimizing their impact in the favor of  nerves and fibers; he does not differentiate four types of  humour that 
individually affect separate emotions, but lumps them in with other bodily fluids that affect the state of  the 
nerves. See George Cheyne, The English Malady: or, a treatise of  nervous diseases of  all kinds; As Spleen, Vapours, 
Lowness of  Spirits, Hypochondriacal, and Hysterical Distempers, etc. (London: Strahan & Leake, 1734), Chapter 1.  
 
26 On the relationship between medicine and literary sensibility, see John Mullan, “Hypochondria and 
Hysteria: Sensibility and the Physicians,” in Sentiment and Sociability, 201-240. 
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quintessential author of  sensibility, held a regular correspondence with Dr. Cheyne.27  Lawrence 
Sterne’s writings also reveal a familiarity with contemporary medicine, as of  course do those of  
Tobias Smollet, who was himself  a physician.28  
Janet Todd defines sensibility as a “capacity for refined emotion and a quickness to display 
compassion for suffering,” that “appears physically based, a quality of  nerves turning easily to illness 
and described in contemporary medical treatises in terms of  movements within the body.”29  Thus, 
one of  the most prominent features of  the sensible narrative style is the extent to which the bodily 
responses of  the characters are described in minute detail:  tears, sighs, shivers, fainting, and 
blushes.30  Language was only effective insofar as it could represent the bodily experiences of  the 
characters; by imagining the emoting body the reaader’s body would also be affected through 
sympathetic resonance.  
Sensibility was above all a social phenomenon; it could not function without a caring, 
sympathetic observer.  Todd thus describes sentimental literature as essentially didactic, teaching the 
reader the proper way to feel and to respond to the feelings of  others.31  It taught that there is a 
commonality of  emotion between the observer and the observed that should create a sympathetic 
response.  Some philosophers extended this principle of  sympathy to their theories on society, 
completely overturning the selfish, animalistic depiction of  human nature found in the works of  
                                                                                                                                                             
 
27 Anthony Fletcher, Gender, Sex, and Subordination in England, 1500-1800 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1995), 292.  
 
28 Rousseau, Languages of  Psyche, 35. 
 
29 Todd, Sensibility, 8. 
 
30 Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability, 201.  See also Todd, Sensibility, 85-87. 
 




   
Thomas Hobbes and Bernard de Mandeville.32  David Hume’s Treatise of  Human Nature (1740) 
describes how society is joined together not by economic self-interest, but through innate sympathy 
with the commonality of  man.33  Adam Smith’s Theory of  Moral Sentiments (1759) corroborates these 
ideas, claiming that sympathy is created when the observer recreates the emotion of  the observed 
through imagination, thus making the spectator as important as the sufferer in the communication 
of  emotion. Sympathy allowed a resonance among humankind—the implicit kinship of  fraternité—
that Enlightenment thinkers hoped would eventually effect its transformation for the better.34 
In Concerning the Principles of  Morals (1751), Hume utilizes the metaphor of  the theater to 
clarify his sociological ideas on sympathy.  In the theater, the passions of  the spectator are aroused 
by the observation of  the actions of  the actor onstage, and sympathetic communication is created in 
accordance with the sensible qualities of  both spectator and actor.  The notion of  sensibility was 
also drawn into the musical discourse of  writers like C. P. E. Bach, Johannes Nikolaus Forkel, and 
Johann Georg Sulzer; Rousseau included an entry on sensibility in his music dictionary.35 C. P. E. 
Bach explains that the performer “must of  necessity feel all of  the affects that he hopes to arouse in 
his audiences, for the revealing of  his own humor will stimulate a like humor in the listener,” an idea 
that, though expressed in terms of  the older Galenic medical theory, actually mirrors the 
sympathetic response.36 Here Bach participates in the centuries-old debate over whether the actor 
should feel the emotion he is trying to depict (stemming back at least to Horace’s Ars poetica).37 The 
                                                 
32 Waldoff, “Sentiment and Sensibility,” 82. 
 
33 Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability, 18-56.  See also Todd, Sensibility, 27. 
 
34 David Morris, The Culture of  Pain (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1993), 250. 
 
35 Waldoff, “Sentiment and Sensibility,” 82. 
 
36 Bach, True Art, 152. 
 
37 Horace’s treatise, published in 18 BCE, forms one of  the cornerstones of  Western aesthetic theory. The 
debate over “the moved actor” spanned the eighteenth century, and there is not room in this chapter to 
117 
 
   
science of  sensibility would suggest the affirmative.38  
Notions of  the sensible body were popularized in academic circles and among the reading 
public throughout Europe. Despite its prominence in England and France, sensibility could be 
considered a pan-European phenomenon.39 In Italian opera, the prime example is Goldoni’s La 
Pamela (1750), based on Richardson’s Pamela, which was set as an opera (La buona figliuola) by Piccini 
in 1760, to overwhelming success.40   
 
The Reform of  Performance in Theater and Dance 
 
The notion of  sympathetic communication was directly reflected in the concurrent reforms of  
theater and dance, both strongly connected to Vienna.  David Garrick rocked the London stages in 
the 1740s and 1750s with his radical naturalism and physicality in acting.41 Garrick’s writings show 
                                                                                                                                                             
explore the various opinions and history.  C. P. E. Bach famously wrote, in reference to musical performance 
specifically, that “a musician cannot hope to move others unless he too is moved.” See Bach, Essay on the True 
Art of  Playing Keyboard Instruments, ed. and trans. William J. Mitchell (New York: W. W. Norton, 1949), 152). On 
the opposite end of  the debate, Diderot wrote in his Paradoxe sur la comédien of  1773-1777, “Extreme 
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University of  Michigan Press, 1993).  
 
38 Diderot, sensibility’s champion, would famously reverse his ideas on acting only in the decade after Alceste, 
in the abovementioned Paradoxe sur la comédien.  
 
39 Castelvecchi, “Sentimental Opera,” 130.  Castelvecchi emphasizes the emergence of  Voltaire’s Nanine in 
1749, Goldoni’s La Pamela in 1750, Lessing’s Miss Sara Sampson in 1755, and Diderot’s Le Fils naturel and La 
Pére de familie of  1757 and 1758.  
 
40 Mary Hunter, “‘Pamela:’ The Offspring of  Richardson's Heroine in Eighteenth-Century 
Opera," Mosaic 18/4 (1985): 61-76. The London premiere of  La buona figliuola  in 1766 featured Guadagni. 
 
41 On Garrick’s theatrical reforms generally, see Jean Benedetti, David Garrick and the Birth of  Modern Theater 
(London: Methuen, 2001), Ian McIntyre, David Garrick (New York: Penguin Putnam, 1999), Allardyce Nicoll, 
Garrick Stage: Theatres and Audience in the Eighteenth Century (Athens: University of  Georgia Press, 1980), and 
Heartz, “From Garrick to Gluck: The Reform of  Theatre and Opera in the Mid-Eighteenth Century,” 




   
that he applied the latest medical theories of  emotion to his ideas on acting; in his later writings, he 
began to make use even of  the metaphors of  electricity and acoustic resonance that pervade 
scientific writing on sensitivity and the literature of  sensibility.42 Garrick’s definition in his Essay on 
Acting (1744) reveals the (quasi)-scientific thought at work in his theories: “Acting is an 
Entertainment of  the Stage, which by calling in the Aid and Assistance of  Articulation, Corporeal 
Motion, and Ocular Expression, imitates, assumes, or puts on the various mental and bodily 
Emotions arising from the various Humours.”43 An example of  Garrick’s bodily communication of  
emotion can be seen in his prescription for the depiction of  Macbeth after committing his murder:  
[He should] be a moving stature, or indeed a petrified Man; his Eyes must speak, and his 
Tongue be metaphorically Silent... his Attitudes must be quick and permanent; his voice 
articulately trembling, and confusedly intelligible; the Murderer should be seen in every 
Limb, and yet every Member, at that Instant, should seem separated from his Body, and his 
Body from his Soul... I should advise a real Genius to wear Cork Heels to his Shoes, as in 
this Scene he should seem to tread on Air.44 
 
These precise outward movements are the visible manifestation of  the inward and even unconscious 
feelings of  sensibility.45  
 Charles Macklin, Garrick’s teacher, supported the study of  the archetypal passions but also 
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43 David Garrick, Essay on Acting: In which will be consider’d the mimical behavior of  a certain fashionable faulty actor... 
(London, 1744), 5. Garrick’s invocation of  the humors suggests its stubborn persistence in non-scientific 
circles, even when the latest science downplayed their importance in favor of  the newer paradigms discussed 
here. Indeed, the humors played and important part of  scientific and cultural literature through the 
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44 Garrick, Essay, 9. 
 




   
believed that each generic passion could be expressed in many different ways, depending on the 
personality of  the given character.46  In order to achieve this individualized expression, Garrick 
carefully determined every last detail of  his characters’ actions and costumes.  Although Garrick 
fully endorsed the adoption of  accurate historical costume, he was also willing to break completely 
with verisimilitude for the sake of  nuanced characterization.  The commentator Georg Christoph 
Lichtenberg, who in 1776 provided a detailed report of  Garrick’s portrayal of  Hamlet, described 
how Garrick played the part in modern as opposed to historical costume—a French suit which 
would support “the play of  his features.”  Wrote Lichtenberg: “His exertions had produced that 
well-known diagonal crease from the shoulder to the opposite hip... [which] was, in truth, worth the 
play of  facial expression twice over.”47  
 Though still concerned with a sense of  beauty, balance and decorum, Garrick broke many 
traditional rules of  acting, for example, turning his back to the audience.48 Garrick embraced the 
new model of  emotion and new audience requirements, shifting from a paradigm based on 
logocentric, self-consciously “theatrical” expression, to one based on absorption and sympathy.  
Garrick’s acting apparently transformed audience behavior as well; through his complete absorption 
in his character, his audience became sympathetically absorbed.49 Contemporary commentators 
                                                 
46 Benedetti, David Garrick, 54. 
 
47 Nicoll, Garrick Stage, 163-4. Lichtenberg was a German professor of  physics who traveled to England in 
1774-5. 
 
48 Castelvecchi, “Sentimental Opera,” 163. Garrick’s extremes were not universally praised; Theophilus Cibber 
described “his over-fondness for extravagant Attitudes, frequently affected Starts, convulsive Twitchings, 
Jerkings of  the Body, sprawling of  the Fingers, flapping the Breast and the Pockets:--a set of  mechanical 
Motions in constant Use—the Caricatures of  Gesture, suggested by pert Vivacity,--his pantomimical Manner 
of  acting, every Word in a Sentence, his Unnatural Pauses in the middle of  a Sentence; his forc’d Conceits;--
his wilful Neglect of  Harmony, even where the round Period of  a well express’d Noble Sentiment demands a 
graceful Cadence in the delivery.” Quoted in Cecil Price, Theater in the Age of  Garrick (Totowa, NJ: Rowman 
and Littlefield, 1973), 15. 
 
49 Ironically, though Garrick’s acting functioned through bodily expression and the appearance of  absorption, 
Garrick did not advocate a “feeling” actor. In a description that presages Diderot’s 1769 Paradox of  Acting, 
Joshua Reynolds wrote, “Garrick’s trade was to represent passion, not to feel it... Garrick left nothing to 
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noted the extreme silence and complete attention exhibited by Garrick’s audiences.50 Garrick’s 
approach might be summarized by a privileging of  bodily over verbal communication, echoing 
Diderot’s theatrical theories, described here by Joseph Roach: “Words offer the theater no more than 
stark symbols, the barest indication of  thought and feeling; the actor must provide the flesh-and-
blood reality, the real presence, through action, gesture, tone, and expression... At such a moment 
spoken language collapses in upon itself, and its meaning can only escape the soul as a gesture.”51  
 The privileging of  bodily over verbal communication becomes even more pointed in the 
case of  the concurrent reform of  dance, a shift from dance as presentation of  beautiful but abstract 
forms to dance as a communication of  story and emotion through pantomime. Although early 
attempts to reform ballet according to ancient models occurred in England under John Weaver, the 
most radical and effective reforms took place on the continent in the mid-century, by Franz 
Hilverding, Gasparo Angiolini and Jean-Georges Noverre.52 What was especially new in the mid-
century was the idea that gesture and dance might be able to tell a story even better than words.53 
                                                                                                                                                             
chance. Every gesture, every expression of  countenance and variation of  voice, was settled in his closet 
before he set his foot upon the stage.” Quoted in Peter Gay, ed., The Enlightenment: A Comprehensive Antholog. 
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Ba renreiter, 1989), 100-105. 
 




   
These dance reforms were closely aligned with the aesthetics of  Garrick’s theatrical reform. Noverre 
had been promoted by Garrick in London in the 1750s and claimed the actor explicitly as his 
aesthetic model, claiming that his acting rendered words superfluous.54 Influenced also by Diderot’s 
writings (the Lettre sur les sourds et muets à l’usage de ceux qui entendent et qui parlent) and DuBos’s 
differentiation between gestes naturels and gestes d’institution, the dance reformers saw gesture and 
pantomime as a more natural, pre-linguistic mode of  communication.55  
 In Vienna in the 1740s, Hilverding asked dancers to remove their masks and created radical 
pantomimes of  Racine’s Britannicus and Voltaire’s Azire. Angiolini, Hilverding’s protégée who took 
over Viennese dance in 1758, corresponded with Rousseau and important members of  the Italian 
enlightenment.56 His collaborations with Gluck—Don Juan of  1761 and Semiramis of  1765—were the 
starkest and most extreme examples of  ballet reform, eschewing all French steps and fashionable 
costume. Angiolini believed that the moving body must be itself  moved in order to affect the bodies 
                                                 
54 Noverre writes of  Garrick, “Mr. Garrick, the celebrated English actor, is the model I wish to put forward. 
Not only is he the most handsome, the most perfect and the most worthy of  admiration of  all actors, he may 
be regarded as the Proteus of  our own time; because he understood all styles and presented them with a 
perfection and truth which aroused not only the applause and praise of  his countrymen, but also excited the 
admiration and encomiums of  all foreigners. He was so natural, his expression was so lifelike, his gestures, 
features and glances were so eloquent and so convincing, that he made the action clear even to those who did 
not understand a word of  English. It was so easy to follow his meaning; his pathos was touching; in tragedy 
he terrified with the successive movements with which he represented the most violent passions. And, if  I 
may so express myself, he lacerated the spectator’s feelings, tore his heart, pierced his soul, and made him 
shed tears of  blood.” Translated by Cyril W. Beaumont, Letters on Dancing and Ballets by Jean Georges Noverre, from 
the Revised and Enlarged Edition published at St. Petersburg, 1803 (Brooklyn: Dance Horizons, 1966),  82. Original 
French: “M. Garrick, célèbre Comédien Anglois, est le modèle que je vais proposer. Il n’en est pas de plus 
beau, de plus parfait et de plus digne d’admiration: il a pu être regardé comme le Protée de nos jours, car il 
réunissoit tour les genres, et les rendoit avec une perfection et une vérité qui lui attièrent non seulement les 
applaudissemens et les suffrages de sa nation, mais qui excitant encore l’admiration et les éloges de tous les 
étrangers. Il étoit si naturel; son expression avoit tant de vérité; ses gestes, sa physionomie et ses regards 
étoient si éloquens et si persuasifs, qu’ils mettoient au fait de la scène ceux memes qui n’entendoient point 
l’Anglois. On le suivoit sans peine: il touchoit dans le pathétique; il saisoit éprouver dans le tragique les 
mouvemens successifs des passions les plus violentes; et, si j’ose m’exprimer ainsi, il arrachoit les entrailles du 
spectateur, il déchiroit son Coeur, il percoit son ame et lui saisoit répandre des larmes se sang.” Noverres, 
Lettres sur la danse et sur les ballets (London, 1783), 158-59. 
 
55 Dahms, “Ballet en action,” 101. 
 




   
of  the spectators.  He writes in his preface to the ballet Sémiramis:: 
The pantomime dancer must, as we have said, be able to express all the passions, and all the 
movements of  the soul.  He must be strongly affected by everything he would represent, 
must indeed experience it, and must make the spectators feel those internal tremblings that 
are the language with which horror, pity, and terror speak within us and that bring us to the 
point of  growing pale, sighing, shuddering, and bursting into tears.57  
 
Angiolini’s terms (“tremblings”) echo the writings of  sentimental authors and medical theorists 
described above, as well as the sighs, tears, and shuddering that animated literature of  the period.   
 Noverre began his experimentation in the 1760s at the court of  Carl Eugen of  Stuttgart; his 
1763 Médée et Jason was highly controversial for its bloody display. Noverre would go on to great 
success in Vienna in 1766, collaborating with Gluck on Alceste and Les Horaces et les Curiaces of  1774. 
One important point of  differentiation between the rivals Angiolini and Noverre, and one reason 
for the latter’s relatively greater success, was his willingness to temper radical emotional and aesthetic 
extremism with more traditionally picturesque scenes. 
 Noverre believed that physical expression through gesture trumps the expressive power of  
words, writing: “A step, a gesture, a movement, an attitude express what no words can say; the more 
violent the sentiments it is required to depict, the less able is one to find words to express them.  
Exclamations, which are the apex to which the language of  passions can reach, become insufficient, 
and have to be replaced by gesture.”58 Noverre embraced a gestural vocabulary that went beyond the 
mere painting of  words through stock rhetorical movements.  Noverre explicitly rejected the 
mechanistic model of  man that accompanied traditional acting styles, writing, “I admire the skill of  
                                                 
57 Translated in LeGuin, Boccherini’s Body, 92-93. 
 




   
the human machine, I render justice to its strength and ease of  movement, but it leaves me 
unmoved; it does not affect me or cause sensation.”59  
  Jennifer Homans describes how these reformed dances may have looked onstage: 
The ballet told its gruesome story with cadenced, ritualized walking steps that stiffly 
followed the beat, and broad gestures, broken at moments of  high passion by aria-like 
dances and static, painterly tableaux. Freeze-frame images summed up decisive moments: the 
children on their knees, for example, begging for their lives as their mother threatened them 
with a raised dagger. Tense moments were depicted with clenched fists, broken lines, deeply 
bent knees, and sharply angled elbows. And in a final gory scene, Medea appeared in a 
carriage drawn by fire-spitting dragons, holding her dying child. Unmoved by the child’s 
cries, she plunged her dagger into the heart of  her second son and threw the bloody 
instrument vengefully at her husband’s feet. He took it up and stabbed himself, falling into 
the arms of  his dying lover.60 
As with Garrick, the work of  the dance reformers was a direct manifestation of  the new thinking 
about bodies, emotion, language and sympathy. Emotion, especially extreme emotion, was best 
expressed through bodily display, which would cause the audience member’s body to sympathetically 
experience these same extreme emotions, even when they could not condone or accept the actions 
of  the character.61  
 
                                                 
59 Translated in Noverre, Letters on Dancing, 19. Original French: “J’admire l’homme machine, je rends justice à 
la force, à son agilité; mais il ne me fait éprouver aucune agitation; il ne m’attendrit pas, et ne me cause pas 
plus de sensation.” Noverres, Lettres sur la danse, 23. 
 
60 Homans, Apollo’s Angels, 82-3. 
 
61 More concretely, the dance and theatrical reformers were connected on a personal level. Garrick held many 
personal connections to the theatrical world in Vienna, having worked with both Guadagni and Noverre in 
London; Garrick’s wife, Eva Marie Veigel, and one of  his students, Nancy Levier-Trancard, were dancers at 




   
Reformed Operatic Performance: The Evidence of  Sonnenfels 
 
In contrast to the extensive descriptions that remain of  Garrick’s acting and Noverre’s pantomime, 
and in contrast to the copious amount written on Gluck’s composition, there is little written record 
of  how reform opera was performed, making Sonnenfels’s description particularly important. 
Although he gives little in the way of  concrete visual images, Sonnenfels directly links reform opera 
and the aesthetics of  sensibility described above, providing evidence that the acting and singing 
methods employed by the singers were probably highly influenced by Garrick and the dance 
reformers.  
 Sonnenfels was primarily concerned with social morality; his interest in theater was as a 
means of  social improvement. Sonnenfels believed that social reform was necessary for the 
Habsburg monarchy to survive, “that a society’s productivity—and its tax base—grew in direct 
proportion to the size, living standards, health, and happiness of  its people.”62 Believing that the 
theater should function essentially as a school of  morality, he was the key figure in the government’s 
increased support for the theater beginning in 1776, with the creation of  Joseph II’s 
Nationaltheater.63 Sonnenfels’ Briefe über die Wienerische Schaubühne (1767-69) consists of  a critique of  
the state of  Viennese theater, dealing with only one opera, Gluck’s Alceste.64    
 Sonnenfels’ ideological enemies were improvised comedy of  the Austrian Hanswurst 
                                                 
62 Charles Ingrao, Habsburg Monarchy, 1618-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 181. On 
Sonnenfels and reform in general see Karl Heinz Osterloh, Joseph von Sonnenfels und die o  sterreichische 
Reformbewegung im Zeitalter des aufgekla  rten Absolutismus. Eine Studie zum Zusammenhang von Kameralwiss. u. 
Verwaltungspraxis (Lübeck: Matthiesen, 1970). 
 
63 For more on Sonnenfels’ involvement in theatrical reform, as well as that of  his colleagues, see Hilde 
Haider-Pregler, Des sittlichen Bürgers Abendschule: Bildungsanspruch und Bildungsauftrag des Berufstheaters im 18. 
Jahrhundert (Vienna: Jugend und Volk, 1980). 
 
64 Much of  the background information in this section comes from Hilde Haider-Pregler, “Notes,” in Joseph 




   
tradition, French courtly spectacle, and Italian opera seria.65  Sonnenfels believed the solution to 
these moral dangers to be found in strict theatrical censorship of  both script and performance, and 
in total governmental control over the management of  the theater.  Despite his conservative political 
aims, his aesthetic views were modern, leaning cautiously towards Lessing’s sensibility and away from 
Gottsched’s rigid, French-derived classicism.66  The Briefe über die Wienerische Schaubühne appeared 
between the end of  1767 and 1769, and until 1768 they were printed anonymously, in the guise of  a 
translation of  a series of  French letters, though, as Haider-Pregler argues, this was probably an open 
secret in Vienna.  Sonnenfels was inspired by Lessing’s Hamburgische Dramaturgie, which probably 
arrived in Vienna very shortly after its original publication in early 1767, though Sonnenfels’ writings 
should not be seen as a mere imitation of  Lessing’s ideas. 
 Only the first four of  the Briefe deal specifically with Gluck’s Alceste—thereafter he turns to 
spoken theater—but within these letters he outlines a sophisticated philosophy of  both the 
composition and performance of  opera.  Sonnenfels’ commentary is a systematic analysis of  the 
expressive power of  Alceste, beginning with the words, then moving to the music, and finally to the 
performances by the individual singers.  Sonnenfels begins by examining Calzabigi’s text, which he 
declares as drawing directly from Euripides’ original play, corresponding with Calzabigi’s primarily 
classicist agenda.67  However, Calzabigi’s classicism is quickly put in line with modern aesthetic 
sensibilities, as Sonnenfels distinguishes Euripides’ writing from other ancient writers for its 
                                                 
65 On Sonnenfels’ theatrical reforms in relationship to later eighteenth-century opera, see David P. Schroeder, 
Mozart in Revolt: Strategies of  Resistance, Mischief, and Deception (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 34-35.  
 
66 Haider-Pregler, “Notes,” 356.  This is true for the original edition of  the Briefe; Haider-Pregler explains that 
this shifted significantly in the 1784 edition; Sonnenfels always retained an appreciation of  French culture and 
an animosity toward the popular culture that Lessing supported. 
 
67 Despite Sonnenfels’ “memory,” Calzabigi’s Alceste is actually quite removed from Euripides’ original.  See 
Anna Amalie Abert, “Der Geschmackswandel auf  der Opernbühne, am ‘Alkestis’-Stoff  dargestellt,” Die 




   
“moving and tender tone.”68  He congratulates Calzabigi for avoiding, for the most part, the 
charming turns of  phrase and literary embellishments so typical of  Metastasian opera, and then 
finally declares his final judgment on Calzabigi’s art: “The language of  Calzabigi is the unaffected 
language of  feeling.”69  Despite Calzabigi’s occasional lapses into poetic nicety, an inevitable result of  
his Italian heritage, Sonnenfels finds the drama to be ideal because of  its roots in natural sensibility. 
 After the second letter, an acerbic diatribe against the present state of  theater in Vienna, 
which he sees as affected, shallow, and pandering, Sonnenfels turns to the music of  Alceste and to 
Gluck as a composer for the theater.  During this discussion, Sonnenfels’ aesthetic framework 
emerges more fully.  Early on in his discussion, he places the blame for the present degenerate state 
of  music not only on contemporary composers, but on listeners, who have lost their sense for 
feeling: 
If  we today do not even have a concept of  the amazing effects of  music, it is because our 
feelings [Empfindungen], just like our bodies, are degenerated into weaklings, because Italy has 
also inflicted on us its powerless music, with its castrated singers, and because we, to speak 
truly, have only a music for the ear, and none for the heart.70  
 
Sonnenfels’ political aims become transparent here once again: foreign influence has weakened the 
German/Austrian nations, sapping them of  their natural strength and sensibility.  Yet Sonnenfels 
also claims that the emotional power in Gluck’s music does not stem from its adherence to German 
                                                 
68 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 11: “rührende und zärtliche Ton.” 
 
69 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 12: “Die Sprache von Calsabigi ist die ungekünstelte Sprache der Empfindung.” 
 
70 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 17: “Wenn wir zu unseren Zeiten von den erstaunlichen Wirkungen der Tonkunst nicht 
eben die Begriffe haben; so kömmet es daher, daß unsere Empfindungen, wie unser Leiber zu Weichlingen 
ausgeartet; daß uns Wälschland mit seinen entmannten Sängern auch seine kraftlose Musik aufgedrungen, 




   
national style, but from its crossing and annihilating of  borders.71  Gluck’s music is on the natural, 
universal expression of  tones and is expanded by an untamable imagination.72  Sonnenfels remarks 
that Gluck’s music seems to form a complete whole, each part contributing to the overall effect, 
although complete in itself.   
 Sonnenfels then begins to explain more exactly how it is that Gluck’s music possesses such 
emotional power.  One concrete example is found in the lack of  cadenzas for the singers.  
Sonnenfels describes what occurs when a cadenza is allowed to interrupt the action of  an opera, 
imagining himself  in the act of  spectating: 
I have let myself  be swept away by the fire of  the action, which the capability of  the 
composer further increases while supporting the understanding and the correct performance 
of  the actors: I feel fear, compassion, horror, for I believe that I am a witness to the 
incident.  All of  a sudden the action stops because of  some coloratura: the actor becomes 
cold—and I with him.  And all sympathy (Antheilnehmung) is over.73 
Here the concept of  sympathy (Antheilnehmung) stands out as the key to Sonnenfels’s aesthetic 
theories.  Though in this case dealing with composition, Sonnenfels’ notion of  sympathy applies 
equally well to reformed performance and reception.  The specific word that Sonnenfels uses for 
sympathy, Antheilnehmung, is illustrative—it means literally “taking part in” the action and emotion 
one observes.  This emotional effect is only possible when Sonnenfels believes himself  to be a 
                                                 
71 In a 1773 letter to the Mercure de France, Gluck deliberately sought to accomplish this goal, in line with 
Rousseau’s philosophies: “With the help of  the famous M. Rousseau of  Geneva, whom I intend to consult, 
we might together, in seeking a noble, moving and natural melody with a declamation in keeping with the 
prosody of  each language and the character of  each people.” Quoted in Howard, Gluck: Portrait, 30-31. 
 
72 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 18. 
 
73 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 19: “Ich habe mich durch das Feuer der Handlung, welches die Geschicklichkeit des 
Tonkünstlers noch vermehrte, die Einsicht und richtige Ausführung der handelnden Personen unterstütze, 
dahinreißen lassen: ich fühle Furcht, Mitleid, Schrecken; den ich glaube, ein Zeuge der Begenheit zu seyn.  
Auf  einmal steht die Handlung um einer Coloratur willen stille: der Schauspieler erkältet—und ich mit ihm: 




   
witness to actual events, which requires a total investment on the part of  the actor in sustaining the 
dramatic character.  In Sonnenfels’ aesthetic, the representation of  absorption was necessary for the 
creation of  theatrical sympathy.  
 Sonnenfels’ fourth Brief, the longest of  the four Alceste discussions, refers specifically to 
performance and to the abilities of  the individual performers, making it a particularly valuable 
source for understanding how sympathy could be reflected in both performance and composition.  
He begins this section by asking why there are so few opera singers who can act.  The answer, he 
finds, lies in a structural paradox implicit in opera, namely, the fact that the expression of  music and 
the expression of  action are, in a certain sense, directly opposed to one another.74 That is, the more 
attention that is given to traditionally composed operatic music, the less attention can be given to 
acting and drama.75 Opera singers believed that accompanying singing with pantomime would 
adversely affect their vocal quality, while lengthy ritornelli and melismatically extended text hamper 
dramatic action. The actor is at a loss for what to do with the body. The inverse relationship between 
music and action is built into the generic conventions of  opera seria, in which most dramatic action 
is reserved for the recitative, and most musical attention is reserved for the arias.   
This structural paradox, however, can be overcome when the expressive means of  music and 
action are brought into alignment, as is the case in Gluck’s music: 
This is a new and perhaps still unknown advantage to Gluck’s simple style: that he places 
fewer difficulties in the way of  the actor’s talent than any other [composer], because he 
embraces the affect as closely as the art of  composition allows.  It is the light, flowing 
canvas of  Le Brun, which does not cover the body, but rather yields to it, and lets the 
natural shape shine through completely.  His operas will always create a stronger, more 
                                                 
74 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 24: “Die Ausdruck der Musik, und der Ausdruck der Aktion sind, in einem gewissen 
Verstand, einander gerade entgegen gesetzt.”  
 




   
lasting effect in performance; and I would almost say, they will be capable of  teaching actors 
of  the operatic stage.76  
 
Gluck’s operas can be seen as a school of  the new sympathetic acting style because they encourage 
the natural expressive actions of  the body and voice. The physical movements of  the performer 
must work in alignment with the expressions of  the voice and orchestra, to make it transparent to 
interior emotion. In order to move emotions, the body must be free to move naturally. Sonnenfels’ 
comparison to the paintings of  Charles Le Brun draws out the importance of  unified visual 
impact.77 Le Brun and his fellow classicists at the Académie Royale had prepared the groundwork for 
the total alignment of  drama and painting in the second half  of  the eighteenth century and were 
strongly influential to Diderot; particularly important in Le Brun’s formulation was the demand for 
unity, an idea that resonates with the dramaturgy of  the reformers.78 
 Calzabigi also emphasized bodily expression, writing: “The most principal part of  tragedy 
[is] action and not declamation.”79  By this Calzabigi refers not to narration of  action and multiplicity 
                                                 
76 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 24:” Dieses ist an dem gluckischen einfachen Stil ein neuer, und vielleicht noch 
unerkannter Vorzug, daß er dem Talente des Schauspielers weniger als jeder andre, Schwierigkeiten in Weg 
leget, weil er sich so nach, als es die Tonkunst immer zugibt, an den Affekt selbst schmieget: es ist das leichte, 
fließende Gewand des Le Bruns, welches die Körper nicht verhüllet, sondern sich nach ihnen hinbeugt, und 
den natürlichen Wuchs ganz durchscheinen läßt.  Seine Singspiele werden auch immer in der Aufführung 
einer stärkere, eine anhaltendere Wirkung machen; und ich möchte beynahe sagen, sie werden der 
Opernbühne Schauspieler zu bilden fähig.” (original emphasis) 
 
77 It seems likely that Sonnenfels is referring to the 17th-century painter Charles Le Brun and not to his 
contemporary Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun, who did not gain international renown until the 1770s. The 
comparison is interesting because Le Brun, emblematic of  the Académie Royale, was famed for the narrative, 
expressive qualities of  his paintings; Le Brun used Cartesian medical theory to explain the connections 
between the soul and exterior expression. However, the intense theatricality of  his paintings, with their 
surplus of  symbolism and stylized gestures, would seem counter to the absorptive quality so necessary to 
spectator sympathy. See Claire Constans, "Le Brun, Charles," Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online (13 Jul. 2012) 
<http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T049857>.  
 
78 Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of  Diderot (Chicago: University of  
Chicago Press, 1980), 77, 82, 206. 
 
79 Quoted in Patricia Howard, Gluck and the Birth of  Modern Opera (London: Barrie and Rockliff, 1963), 25: “La 
parte principalissima della tragedia essenda l’azione e non la declamazione.” 
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of  incident, à la Metastasio, but rather to the physicality of  action upon the stage.  Calzabigi insisted 
upon the legibility of  emotion not through verbal description but through acting, emoting, 
vocalizing bodies.  Calzabigi’s own distrust of  language, especially affected language, is evinced in his 
1783 Lettere all’Alfieri sulle quattro sue prime tragedie, in which he rails against the forced language and 
lack of  action in French theater.80  
 Calzabigi echoes many eighteenth-century thinkers, most famously Rousseau, who, as 
mentioned before, saw modern language as a corruption of  an original, natural human expression 
that bore a close relationship to simple song.81 In this formulation, there is a marked difference 
between modern grammatical language and the language of  natural bodily or vocal expression; 
Herder describes how original, natural language devolved into grammar in an attempt to regularize 
it, becoming increasingly impoverished at the same time as it became increasingly simple and 
specific.82 Such ideas circulated widely in musical circles; Johann Georg Sulzer, in his Allgemeine 
Theorie der schönen Künste (1771-1774), explained that “today, the sounds of  speech are indifferent or 
arbitrary…. Passionate tones, on the other hand, are natural signs of  Empfindungen.”83 The passionate 
expressions of  the voice and body indeed comprise a kind of  language, but unrestrained by the 
arbitrary, artificial rules and boundaries of  modern verbal language.84 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
80 He writes, “I personaggi, che vi compariscono, sono modellati sul fare francese: tutti presso a poco si 
somigliano; pensano, parlano com’è la moda in Francia: amano come i pastori di Fontanelle... La tragedia 
francese è forzata, inceppata ne’ lagami di una decenza che hanno là immaginata.” Quoted in Paolo Gallarati, 
“Ranieri de’ Calzabigi e la teoria della ‘Musica di declamazione,’” in La figura e l’opera di Ranieri de’ Calzabigi, ed. 
Federico Marri (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1989), 11-12. 
 
81 Richter, “Sculpture, Music, Text,” 165. 
 
82 On the Origin of  Language, Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Essay on the Origin of  Languages; Johann Gottfried Herder: Essay on 
the Origin of  Language, trans. John H. Moran and Alexander Gode (Chicago and London: University of  
Chicago Press, 1966), 12. 
 
83 Quoted in Kramer, “Paradox,” 11. 
 
84 There is a contradiction between this idea and the concurrent idea that music paralleled language in its strict 
grammatical rules. C. P. E. Bach wrote that “Music has long been called a language of  feeling, and 
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As a poet, Calzabigi certainly believed language to be of  utmost importance, and many of  
Calzabigi’s and Gluck’s writings subject music to the primacy of  text, but for Calzabigi there was a 
qualitative difference between natural expression, based in body and voice, and the contrived 
language of  contemporary opera.  Many of  his writings emphasize vocal nuance over semantic 
textual meaning, explaining that the power of  performance can be found in the "infinitely varied 
nuances with which the voice is used in declaiming," and that the "natural" expression of  the voice 
was the ideal.85  In a 1784 letter recalling his creation of  Orfeo, Calzabigi emphasizes the naturally 
expressive inflections of  the voice as the primary bearers of  emotional meaning: 
I am no musician, but I have made a great study of  declamation.... It is twenty-five years 
since I became persuaded that the only music suitable for dramatic poetry, and especially for 
dialogue and those airs that we call “arie d’azione,” was the lively and energetic music that 
conformed most closely to natural declamation.  I held, moreover, that declamation itself  
was no more than imperfect music, and could be notated as such if  only we had invented 
enough signs to indicate the pitches, the increases and diminutions in volume, and, so to 
speak, the infinitely varied nuances with which the voice is used in declaiming.  I held that 
music, on whatever verses, was no more than skilful, studied, declamation, further enriched 
by the harmony of  its accompaniments, and that therein lay the whole secret of  composing 
                                                                                                                                                             
consequently, the similarities that lie beneath the coherence of  its expression and the expression of  spoken 
language have been deeply felt.” (“Man hat die Musik schon lange eine Sprache der Empfindung gennant, 
folglich die in der Zusammensetzung ihrer und der Zusammensetzung der Sprachausdrücke liegende 
Aehnlichkeit dunkel gefühlt.”) Hamburgischer unpartheyischer Correspondent, 9 January 1788, reprinted in Johann 
Nikolaus Forkel, Allgemeine Geschichte der Musik 1 (Leipzig, 1788), 17. Richard Kramer writes of  this 
contradiction, “If  music is a language of  Empfindung, we want to know with some precision how it negotiates, 
as language must, among something felt, something thought and something expressed—and further, whether 
to identify music as language of  Empfindung means to rule out its efficacy to embody language in the rational 
mode of  grammar and syntax, or mean rather to construe Empfindung as a more complex phenomenon 
containing within itself—as Herder seems to have believed—the trace of  grammar.” See Kramer, “Paradox,” 
11. 
 




   
excellent music for a drama.86  
 
Of  course, it is interesting that Calzabigi notes “skill” and “study” as important elements of  music, 
allowing an entranceway for some level of  artifice and stylization. 
 Sonnenfels goes one step further than Calzabigi in claiming that the expressive power of  
Gluck’s music can render words superfluous.87  His “measuring rod for actors and actresses” is “the 
in-between time when they have nothing to say.”88  One could imagine Sonnenfels sympathizing 
with Diderot’s claim that one should judge a stage performance by plugging his ears.89  Both Diderot 
and Garrick advocated the tableau as the ideal expressive format, where powerful visual images 
provided direct communication of  emotion with the viewer without the mediation of  language.90   
 Yet increasing the expressivity and naturalness of  the action was only part of  the equation.  
Sonnenfels asks the following of  his readers: 
How frosty must a play seem, wherein the dialogue or the singing creates no sympathy 
(Antheilnehmung) with the acting persons?  Should I perhaps give my compassion (Mitleid) and 
tears to their pain, which they have just lamented to me in touching tones, when I perceive 
that they, as soon as the song is over, lift up their brow and smile at a happy favorite?91 
 
In order for the spectator to take part in a scene through sympathy, the actor must create the 
impression of  complete absorption in the action of  the drama.  This is a very different approach to 
                                                 
86 Letter to the Mercure de France, pub. August 1784, 133-6.  Translated in Howard, Gluck, 56. 
 
87 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 19. 
 
88 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 27: “Mein Prüfstein der Schauspieler ist immer der Zwischenraum, wenn sie nichts zu 
sprechen haben.”. 
 
89 Fried, Absorption, 78. 
 
90 Todd, Sensibility, 34-35. 
 
91 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 27, lines 21-28: “Wie frostig muß dann ein Schauspiel ausfallen, worinnen das Gespräch 
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Thräne schenken, da ich wahrnehme, daß sie, soblad das Singsstück vorüber ist, ihre Stirne aufheitern, und 




   
performance from that which seems to have existed in traditional opera seria, where the performers 
would characteristically direct their gestures and speech toward the audience, rather than towards the 
other characters onstage.92  This is not to imply that the older rhetorical or oratorical mode of  
performance was inherently insincere or emotionally ineffective, but it functioned according to an 
older model of  emotional physiology.   
According to art historian Michael Fried, aesthetic sympathy was created by “establishing the 
fiction of  the beholder’s non-existence through the persuasive representation of  figures wholly 
absorbed in their actions, passions, feelings, states of  mind... Wherever possible that fiction was to 
be driven home by subsuming as a whole the character of  a closed and self-sufficient system.”93  
Fried’s pivotal study argues that there was a move in French visual art of  the 1750s and 1760s from 
the depiction of  theatricality to the depiction of  absorption, in which the figures are represented as 
if  entirely engrossed in their own feelings and activities and completely unaware of  the painting’s 
observer. Such ideas were strongly promoted by the theories of  Diderot, who wrote in his Discours de 
la poésie dramatique (1758), “Whether you compose or act, think no more of  the beholder than if  he 
did not exist.  Imagine, at the edge of  the stage, a high wall that separates you from the orchestra. 
Act as if  the curtain never rose.”94 
 Sonnenfels finds an ideal embodiment of  these theatrical principles in the soprano Antonia 
Bernasconi (1741-1803?), the creator of  the role of  Alceste.  He declares that, contrary to common 
                                                 
92 An excellent introduction to traditional operatic acting can be found in Antonia Banducci, “Staging a 
tragédie en musique: A 1748 Promptbook for Campra’s Tancrede,” Early Music 21/2 (1993): 181-190. However, it 
should be noted that as early as Tosi’s 1723 treatise he argues that the best singers are actors who play from 
the heart, feeling the emotions they portay. Pier Francesco Tosi, Observations on the florid song; or, sentiments on the 
ancient and modern singers, trans. Ernest Galliard (London, 1742), 70-71. 
93 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 131-132. 
 
94 “Soit donc que vous composez, soit que vous jouiez, ne pensez non plus spectateur que s’il n’existati pas. 
Imaginez, sur le bord du théâtre, un grand mur qui vous sépare du parterre; jouez comme si la toile ne se 
levait pas.” Diderot, Discours de la poésie dramatique (1758), 231. Translated in Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 




   
practice, Bernasconi is always “present” as Alceste onstage; her character and emotions are 
maintained even through silent action, “just like a choppy lake, which is churned by waves even long 
after the storm above is silent.”95  This image parallels the emoting body, which, in accordance with 
new medical theory, sends waves of  emotion through its nerves into all parts of  the body, and 
eventually into the sympathetic viewer.  Constant maintenance of  the character’s emotion and 
apparent unawareness of  one’s own performance, for which Garrick was famous, creates the effect 
of  sincere absorption. 
 Another element that contributed to the effective communication of  sympathy can be found 
in an emphasis on character, the detailed and specific temperament and emotions of  the individual 
depicted onstage.  Sonnenfels ends his third letter with the designation of  Gluck’s compositional 
style as the characteristic (charakteristisch), a style he hopes will find currency with many younger 
composers.  Gluck’s style is able to capture the individual nuances of  specific characters and 
situations with a precision unheard of  (and perhaps undesired) in traditional opera seria.96  Gluck 
indeed professes to have had a great interest in the issue of  characterization, particularly in his opera 
Paride ed Elena where he attempts to differentiate the national characters of  the warlike Spartans and 
the more refined Phrygians.     
 In describing the final aria of  the second act, Sonnenfels explains how Alceste’s motherly 
Empfindung causes her to issue notes that are almost painful to the ear, but that consequently “wound 
the heart of  the spectator, and leave the sting in the wound for a long time.”97 This visceral image 
conveys the intimacy of  sympathetic theatrical communication.  The expressions of  a performer’s 
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emotion could literally penetrate the body of  the observer.  Elizabeth LeGuin has argued that 
"penetrability" was a key feature of  musical spectatorship in the mid-eighteenth century.98  Just as 
the acting body should become transparent to the gaze of  the spectator, the spectator’s body must 
be penetrable by the actor’s expressions.  Sonnenfels’ description references the penetrative quality 
of  sympathy, a direct “heart-to-heart” type of  communication created not by the words Alceste 
speaks, but by the natural tones of  her voice, the movement of  her body, and the appearance of  her 
complete absorption in character and plot.  As the actress is completely absorbed in her emotion, 
Sonnenfels is completely absorbed in his sympathy—he feels nothing but the fear, compassion, or 
horror of  the theatrical moment, losing awareness of  himself  in that moment.99 
 
The Sympathetic Voice 
 
Sonnenfels’ commentary is frustratingly silent when it comes to the use of  the singing voice, though 
this might be expected since his primary agenda concerns spoken theater.  His comments regarding 
Bernasconi’s voice are quite brief, and, as expected, they deal mainly with her capacity for 
expression.  He writes, “She is also a pleasant and moving singer.  She has so much of  that which 
the Italians call portamento di voce and expression, through which song receives its soul and without 
which it is stiff  and monotonous, that her recitative is just as melodic and pleasant as her arias, and 
her arias directly touch the heart.”100  Vocal beauty is clearly important to Sonnenfels, but to describe 
her means of  expression he falls back on the ubiquitous and vague term portamento.101    
                                                 
98 LeGuin, Boccherini’s Body, 94. 
 
99 Diderot demanded that the work of  art cause the spectator to forget himself.  See Marshall, Sympathy, 6. 
 
100 Sonnenfels, Briefe, 29. 
 
101 Giambattista Mancini calls portamento “a passing, tying the voice, from one note to the next with perfect 
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Yet as described at the beginning of  this chapter, there were very different approaches to 
singing present in Viennae. Sonnenfels cites the lack of  virtuosity and ornament in Gluck’s 
composition and Bernasconi’s performance as a contributing factor to the opera’s dramatic success.  
Again, the issue is of  sympathy versus awe. LeGuin has described how, though delighting its 
listeners through a kind of  seductive wonder, musical virtuosity essentially alienates the listener.  She 
writes, “However spiced by wonder and pleasure, virtuosity inevitably confronts the watcher with 
the gulf  of  their difference from the watched.”102  By presenting the performer as fundamentally 
different from the spectator, virtuosic singing prevents the latter from relating to the former, thereby 
disallowing sympathetic communication.  Operatic singing stripped of  coloratura and virtuosic skill 
not only allows the performer to utilize more physical action, as Sonnenfels explains, but also allows 
for a kind of  vocal sympathy, especially when the notes sung reflect the natural accents of  the 
emoting voice. 
 Another example from Burney’s accounts further illustrates the change in the use of  the 
singing voice.  Guadagni, armed with his experiences with David Garrick, was undoubtedly a 
pioneer in the application of  new performance aesthetics to singing.  Burney provides a concrete 
example of  Guadagni’s new sympathetic voice in action: 
Surprised at such great effects from causes apparently so small, I frequently tried to analyze 
the pleasure [Guadagni] communicated to the audience, and found it chiefly arose from his 
artful manner of  diminishing the tones of  his voice, like the dying notes of  the Aeolian harp.  
Most other singers captivate by a swell or messa di voce; but Guadagni, after beginning a note 
or passage with all the force he could safely exert, fined it off  to a thread, and gave it all the 
                                                                                                                                                             
Reflections on Figured Singing (Champaign, IL: Pro Musica Press, 1967), 40, 136. 
 
102 LeGuin, Boccherini’s Body, 138. 
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effect of  extreme distance.103 
 
It is telling that this innovator communicated with his audience not by overwhelming them with 
rhetorical expression and technical dazzle, but by drawing away from them.  In this way, the voice is 
brought back onto the stage, almost receding into the interior of  Guadagni’s body, effecting a type 
of  vocal absorption.  The listener is drawn into the stage, drawn to the performer’s body, and thus 
able to take part in the character’s emotion.  By closing himself  off  from his audience, by entirely 
subsuming himself  in his emotional interior, Guadagni could fully arouse the sympathies of  his 
listeners. 
 
Acting and Spectating Bodies—Absorption and Tears 
 
Alceste’s first entrance onto the stage in the opera is accompanied by a choral description of  her 
suffering, a technique Gluck and Calzabigi had utilized in Orfeo:104 
Misero Admeto, povera Alceste, Wretched Admetus, poor Alcestis, 
dolenti immagini, idee funeste  lamenting images, sad symbols 
di duol, di lagrime e di pietà.105  of  sorrow, tears and pity. 
 
The chorus mirrors the audience’s position as sympathetic spectators, in a sense teaching the 
audience how they should react to the onstage spectacle. Simultaneously, Calzabigi’s text provides an 
implicit instruction to the performers—they are to become living symbols, or embodiments, of  
sorrow and sympathy.   Their inner pain must become completely legible through the outward 
expression of  their bodies; they should exhibit what Stefano Castelvecchi has called “a 
symptomology of  sensitivity.”106  Gluck’s musical setting echoes these ideas, arching to an almost 
painful, modulating climax on “lagrime,” painted through a sighing gesture.  Alceste’s symptomology 
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105 Calzabigi, Alceste, Act I, Scene 2. 
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calls forth the physical expression of  sympathy from her spectators, that goal of  all sentimental art, 
tears.  All of  this demands a new type of  bodily expression, in which the body is rendered 
transparent to the penetrating view of  the observer.  Rather than enact a painterly depiction of  the 
text using standard theatrical signs, the body must reveal interior, nonverbal emotion.   
This shift in performance style and aesthetics in reform opera is best illustrated by a concrete 
example from Sonnenfels’ analysis.  Here Sonnenfels provides perhaps the most complete and 
detailed description of  a specific “reformed” operatic gesture that exists today.  His description 
refers to the closing aria of  the second act, “Ah per questo già stanco mio core.”  Apparently, in the 
third performance of  the opera, Bernasconi, led by the sensibility of  her heart, shifted 
spontaneously from a rhetorical (word-oriented) to a sympathetic type of  acting.  Previous to this 
occasion, at the words, “the most fierce of  all torments, the loss of  one’s own sweet children” (“Il 
più fiero di tutti i tormenti, lo staccarsi da’ dolci suoi figli”), Bernasconi had depicted the word 
“staccarsi” using a standard rhetorical gesture, namely, a strong movement of  separation (perhaps 
moving her body away, or simply moving the arm away from the body).  Sonnenfels describes this 
gesture: “It was one of  those painterly gestures that are just as meaningful for the eye as words are 
for the ear,” a traditional gesture that any actor of  the time would have employed.  However, on the 
third performance, swept up more fully by her emotions, Bernasconi replaced this standard gesture: 
“She threw a wild, feelingful glance at Aspasia, and let it rest on her a while; but then as the concept 
of  separation drew closer, she threw herself  on the neck of  her child and embraced her with both 
arms, just as if  the moment of  separation were really upon them.”107   
This action was different from the former in both cause and effect.  Rather than depicting 
the abstract notion of  separation in a rhetorical or illustrative sense, Bernasconi forgoes the word 
and depicts the emotion itself.  Sonnenfels’ description makes her actions seem almost unconscious, 
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as if  her body is impelled by the vibrations of  emotion within her nerves.  This a naturalistic 
depiction of  a mother’s actions at the moment of  separation from her children serves to illustrate in 
a nonverbal way the innermost feelings of  attachment and fear, rendering her interiority fully 
accessible and penetrable.  The sympathetic observer could literally take part in the scene because 
one could relate to the emotions depicted and the actions performed.  Sonnenfels is convinced of  
the true feeling of  the actor and her complete absorption in the stage action. Tossing aside refined 
expression and regal composure, and the awareness of  her own state as performer, Bernasconi 
enacts a powerful nonverbal gesture that would have created an expressive and dynamic stage 
tableau.  Sonnenfels relates this tableau to the realistic portrayal of  separation in Raphael’s painting 
Clytemnestra.  
Sonnenfels’ description parallels Diderot’s description of  the natural sources for theatrical 
pantomime.  He writes in his Discours sur la poésie dramatique (1758):  
When does nature provide models for art? It is when children tear their hair around the bed 
of  a dying father, ... when a father takes his new born son in his arms, raises him towards 
heaven, and makes on him his invocation to the gods; when the first impulse of  a child, who 
left his parents and meets them again after a long absence, is that of  embracing their knees 
and waiting prostrate for their blessing.108 
 
Calzabigi’s libretto is littered with opportunities for these expressive, familial tableaus.  It is 
noteworthy that Alceste’s children, whose voices feature pointedly in the earlier Italian version of  
Alceste, are silenced in the French version, one of  several changes (including the insertion of  the 
character of  Hercules) that shift the drama from a familial to a more heroic emphasis, per the 
traditions of  the Opéra.  
                                                 




   
 What was the effect of  the performances of  Alceste on audiences? Sonnenfels had begun the 
fourth letter of  the Briefe with a specific reference to the tenor Giuseppe Tibaldi (1729-c1790), who 
first brought Admeto to life; the tenor had inspired his initial conundrum about singers and acting.  
He writes, “Tibaldi, whom I had previously known as the frostiest singer in the world, outdid 
himself, and acted with true feeling, particularly in the scene in which his pleadings wrench the great 
oath from Alceste.”109  A past-his-prime tenor who had replaced his highest notes with “an 
unpleasant falsetto,” according to Sonnenfels, was still able to produce a powerful performance 
through the sympathetic portrayal of  emotion.  Calzabigi echoed Sonnenfels’ praise of  Tibaldi: 
“When Tibaldi played the part of  Admetus for the first time, he proved to be a most excellent actor, 
because he has a soul, and means what he says... He will have the same effect on the audiences of  
Bologna as he did on the Viennese: attention, involvement, tears.”110 After Alcestis dies in the opera, 
the chorus begins an incessant call to “Weep, oh country, oh Thessaly.”111  The relentless funereal 
refrain, repeating four times without alteration in the course of  the scene, also acts as a plea that 
extends to the chorus’s fellow spectators in the audience. The sensible bodies onstage impel those of  
the audience to take part in the performance by creating that physical symptom so desired by 
contemporary playwrights and authors—tears.  
 Sonnenfels’s theatrical interests, as mentioned before, aligned directly with his social 
reforms—in every case, Sonnenfels is concerned with how human beings communicate emotion to 
form proper societal bonds.  It is thus no coincidence that in 1776, the same year Joseph created his 
government-controlled Nationaltheater, Sonnenfels finally succeeded in his lobbying for the 
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abolition of  torture in the Habsburg lands.112 In a system where pain observed in another 
sympathetically causes pain in oneself, torture was not a possibility. The prevailing scientific and 
aesthetic theories would demonstrate that the properly “sensible” citizen could not bear the thought 
of  witnessing torture. Just as Sonnenfels sought to reform audience members, turning them into 
sensible observers of  proper moral behavior, he sought to replace the punishment of  criminals with 
their reform, reflecting a pan-European tendency described by Foucault in his Discipline and Punish.113 
Criminals and theater-going citizens would be conditioned from the inside out to become 
sympathetic, sensible beings, leading ultimately to the benefit of  the nation. 
 
Controlling the Sympathetic Body 
 
Sonnenfels ascribes a great deal of  agency to the individual performers of  Alceste and attributes the 
success of  that opera largely to their inspired performances.  However, there is another side to the 
new approach to performance, one in which performers are largely stripped of  interpretative 
freedom and their bodies are placed under the control of  a singular authorial voice.  As Patricia 
Howard has shown, Gluck showed no false modesty when it came to the importance of  the 
composer himself  in the rehearsing and staging of  his operas.114 Although the librettist 
characteristically took charge of  direction (Metastasio uses the terms dirigere, direttore, regolare to refer 
to his own role in the staging of  his operas when he was present),115 Gluck, unlike most of  the 
composers of  his time, involved himself  in all aspects of  operatic production, exerting control over 
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the minutest details of  performance and staging.116 Numerous anecdotes, as well as the court 
theatrical records, verify the fact that Gluck held an unprecedented number of  rehearsals for each of  
his new productions.117  Further anecdotes attest to Gluck’s zealous enthusiasm and totalitarian 
control over his performers during these rehearsals.  Thirty years after the composer’s death Noverre 
reported such an incident, in which Gluck performs a scene worthy of  Garrick: 
These choruses required action, movement, expression, gestures. It was asking the 
impossible, for how can you move statues? Gluck, alive, impatient, is beyond himself, throws 
his wig on the ground, sings, gesticulates but all in vain, “Statues have ears and hear not, eyes 
and see not.” I arrive on the scene and find this man of  genius in the throes of  that disorder 
born of  despair and anger; he looks at me speechless then, breaking the silence, he says to 
me with certain energetic expressions I do not repeat: “Deliver me, my friend, from the 
sorry state I am in.”118 
 
Noverre describes Gluck as the temperamental artistic genius, prone to wild emotional excesses and 
demanding complete artistic control over his incompetent performers.  The painter Johann Christian 
von Mannlich reported similarly: 
Mme Gluck trembled every time she attended those opera rehearsals, which might be 
described as lessons in taste, singing, and declamation, that he tried to impose on the 
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accomplished singers and instrumentalists... Every day, from 9 till noon, M. Gluck attended 
the rehearsals of  his opera.  When he returned from them, accompanied as always by Mme. 
Gluck, he was bathed in sweat from the exertion.119 
 
Charles Burney compared Gluck’s tyranny to that of  Michelangelo, aligning him with another artistic 
genius who took total control of  his output and did not give way to rank or position.120 Handel and 
Lully had received similar characterizations, certainly during their lives but also posthumously.   
While I do not deny the significance of  Gluck’s directorial input, or his pivotal importance in 
elevating the role of  the composer in opera production, Gluck was the subject of  a substantial 
amount of  mythologizing in his own day and thus such claims should be taken with a grain of  salt. 
Consider this exaggerated claim by Ginguené: 
When one recalls the state this spectacle was in before Gluck, the coldness of  the actors and 
actresses, the immobility of  the choruses, the inability of  the orchestra, and when one thinks 
about the warmth that animates all these parts today, and of  what moral authority and 
physical force were necessary to produce such a metamorphosis, one will admit that M. 
Gluck was precisely the man needed to bring about this happy revolution.121 
 
Such mythologizing—ascribing a theatrical revolution to a single man—clouds the important 
contribution of  many agents who contributed to the large-scale aesthetic shifts in performance in 
the second half  of  the eighteenth century, not least Garrick, Guadagni, Angiolini and Noverre.  The 
name of  Gluck and the ideas he represented became a rallying cry for innovators and reformers 
during his own lifetime.  This symbolic role expanded in the 19th century, when Gluck was adopted 
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as an aesthetic model by composers like Hector Berlioz and Richard Wagner.  Throughout operatic 
history an increased attention to dramatic integrity has been accompanied by increasing composer 
authority and decreasing performer autonomy.  In the following chapter I hope to demonstrate that 





Is Alceste a sentimental opera?  Such a label would be a vast oversimplification.  However, this does 
not preclude its authors from drawing on ideas from sentimental literature and the trend for 
sensibility, placing them in the context of  a tale from antiquity.  Especially comparing the Italian 
Alceste with its later French manifestation, one finds certain resonances with sensible art and 
literature.  Although the characters of  Alceste are the royalty of  tragedy, it is essentially a familial 
drama, expounding the nature of  maternal and matrimonial love.  Calzabigi’s 1767 Alceste is the only 
operatic setting of  the story that does not include Hercules, unlike the later French version, but 
rather focuses singularly on the love between Alcestis and Admetus.122  Where Hercules is silent in 
the Italian version, Alceste’s lamenting children sing, glorifying motherhood and domestic 
attachment over abstract honor and heroism.123  The extreme sparseness of  the plot allows for focus 
completely on the characters’ reactions and feelings; the chorus members serve as onstage 
spectators, reflecting the audience’s own sympathetic reactions.  Alceste is essentially a study of  the 
suffering of  a virtuous woman, whose interior is revealed by her pain. 
 According to Stefan Castelvecchi, these are all characteristics of  sentimental opera.124 But 
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rather than pidgeonholing the opera, I believe it is sufficient in this case to acknowledge that this 
was one among a multiplicity of  divergent currents that flowed into the Viennese reform.  Alceste, 
often considered monumental and classicist, was also intensely personal and sentimental.  At once 
heroic-tragic, marvelous-mythological, and domestic-sentimental, Alceste entails a kaleidescopic 
shifting of  generic tropes and performer-audience relationships that seems to mirror the diversity of  
eighteenth-century Vienna itself. Focusing on the living performance of  opera, even through the 
eyes and ears of  a single spectator, reveals how much more opera is than its score.  Sonnenfels’ 
account reveals that it was a particular approach to performance as much as composition that 
reform opera contributed to operatic history.  Gluck’s direction and his performers may have very 
well played an important role in increasing dramatic verisimilitude and absorption in operatic 
performances throughout Europe.   
It should not be forgotten that the original performances of  Alceste took place in the context 
of  a court theater, and I would like to end by recalling the reception of  another spectator of  Alceste, 
the widowed empress Maria Theresa. Maria Theresa, so clearly allegorized in the character of  queen 
Alcestis, represented herself  throughout her reign both as powerful, heroic Habsburg empress and 
as loving mother of  her people and family.125  The self-fashioning of  her monarchical image seems 
to alternate between the heroic, the tragic, and the sentimental.  By all accounts she was deeply in 
love her husband Francis Stephen, with whom she had dreamed of  un ménage bourgeois, and for whom 
she wore widow’s weeds for the remaining fifteen years of  her life.  Alceste was one of  the first 
                                                                                                                                                             
pulsing accompaniments. See Waldoff, “Sentiment and Sensibility,” 84. 
 
125 On this hybrid representation, see Michael Yonan, Empress Maria Theresa and the Politics of  Imperial Art 
(Philadelphia: Penn State Press, 2011), Ch. 1, “The Empress’s Image,” 1-67. Yonan explains that, in 
embodying a paradox between power and femininity, Maria Theresia had to craft a unique program of  
monarchical representation that balanced the public and private, the domestic and imperial, the fertile and the 
virile. At times, Maria Theresia chose to emphasize her status as empress-consort (she was never crowned 
empress), while at other times she emphasized her own titles of  power such as King of  Hungary, a title her 
husband did not possess. In this way, the balance between power and self-sacrifice evinced in Alcestis seems 
an ideal representation. 
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operas performed following the periods of  mourning for the emperor and one of  the royal 
daughters.  Of  anyone there, she would have understood the plight of  Alceste.  Two years after her 




   
CHAPTER 4 
 
The Voice of  Orpheus: Gaetano Guadagni, Classicism, Reform 
 
The alto castrato Gaetano Guadagni (1728-1792) is a rare case in the pantheon of  eighteenth-
century vocal stars: he was one of  the few singers renowned for his pointed eschewal of  vocal 
virtuosity.1  Charles Burney wrote of  Guadagni, “Though his manner of  singing was perfectly 
delicate, polished and refined, his voice seemed, at first, to disappoint every hearer... The Music he 
sang was the most simple imaginable: a few notes with frequent pauses, and opportunities of  being 
liberated from the composer and the band, were all he wanted.”2  Giammaria Ortes put it succinctly: 
“Guadagni always pleases, but never astonishes.”3 Guadagni’s arias were consistently and strikingly 
different from those of  his co-stars, and this difference is located primarily in melodic simplicity and 
apparent vocal ease.  Yet Guadagni was in demand throughout Europe, often beating out his 
showier castrato counterparts for the role of  primo uomo and the highest salary.4 
                                                 
1 Guadagni was not entirely unique in this regard: Tosi describes the famous soprano Cuzzoni as the 
embodiment of  the simple “pathetic” style (as opposed to the virtuosic “allegro” of  Faustina), possessing a 
“delightful soothing cantabile... with the sweetness of  a fine voice, a perfect intonation, strictness of  time, and 
the rarest productions.”  See Pier Francesco Tosi, Opinioni de’ cantori antichi e moderni (1723), trans. Ernest 
Galliard, Observations on the Florid Song, ed. Michael Pilkington (London, 1987), 79.  However, as Suzanne 
Aspden explains, Cuzzoni was quite capable of  and often did sing highly virtuosic music; her characterization 
by commentators appears to have been largely manufactured.  See Suzanne Aspden, “The Rival Queens’ and 
the Play of  Identity in Handel’s Admeto,” Cambridge Opera Journal 18 (2006): 301-331.  A more apt comparison 
with Guadagni would be the contralto Vittoria Tesi-Tramontini, the prima donna at Vienna during the earlier 
part of  Maria Theresia’s reign.  Not only was “la Tesi” unusual in her low range (often singing lower than her 
castrato love interests), but for her almost complete lack of  coloratura.  A favorite of  the empress, she was 
famed rather for her acting and expression, much as Guadagni would be in the mid-century. Giambattista 
Mancini wrote that she possessed “the adaptability to distinguish one character from another as much 
through a change of  facial expression as with appropriate gestures.” See Mancini, Practical Reflections on Figured 
Singing (Champaign, IL: Pro Musica Press, 1967), 9, and  Gerhard Croll, “Tesi, Vittoria,” Grove Music Online. 
Oxford Music Online. 8 Aug. 2010 <http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music 
/27735>. 
 
2 Quoted in Howard, Gluck: An Eighteenth-Century Portrait in Letters and Documents (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1995), 58. 
 
3 Letter to Hasse, 31 December 1768. Translated in Patricia Howard, “The Castrato Composes: Guadagni’s 
Setting of  ‘Pensa a serbarmi, o cara” Musical Times 153/1919 (2012), 8. 
 
4 Mancini includes Guadagni in his list of  still-living singers worthy of  praise. See Mancini, Practical Reflections, 
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 Guadagni’s penchant for the simple, direct expression of  emotion in song was a driving 
force in the operatic reform pioneered by Gluck, Calzabigi and Durazzo in 1760s Vienna.  
Guadagni’s voice was vital in catalyzing operatic reform in realms of  both composition and 
performance; as the most prominent, powerful, and well-paid figures in eighteenth-century opera, 
singers, castrati in particular, played decisive roles in the construction of  musical style and 
aesthetics.5  Yet in modern historiography the eighteenth-century singer is still often denigrated as an 
egoistic, corrupting influence on music; certainly this historical conception is buttressed by the 
polemical rhetoric of  Calzabigi and Gluck.6  
 In this chapter I explore the influence and meaning of  Guadagni’s unique voice in operatic 
composition, dramaturgy, and performance in the mid-eighteenth century, focusing on the operas 
written for his sojourn in Vienna from 1762 to 1765.  Within this brief  period, Guadagni sang for a 
wide range of  composers who worked on the extremes of  what are usually considered “reform” and 
“tradition.”  Analyzing Guadagni’s arias sheds light on hitherto unexplored relationships between the 
works of  Gluck and his more “conservative” contemporaries, blurring the lines between progress 
and reaction in operatic composition.  Focusing on the network of  music and musicians around 
Guadagni forces us to break down the artificial discursive boundaries through which we usually 
understand eighteenth-century style and composition.7 
                                                                                                                                                             
12. 
 
5 Two of  the most important vocal pedagogues of  the eighteenth century, Pier Francesco Tosi (ca. 1653 – 
1732) and Mancini (1714 –1800), were castrati, the latter working at the Viennese court. Though certainly it is 
difficult to assess their influence on compositional style, certainly the many singers who availed of  their 
treatises would have had an effect on composition. 
 
6 The final section of  this chapter will deal with some of  these examples in detail. 
 
7 Here I am borrowing from the methodology of  Ryan Dohoney in exploring the network of  music and 
musicians around singer Julius Eastman in the mid-twentieth century. See Dohoney, “Recalling the Voice of  
Julius Eastman,” Conference Paper given at the Annual Meeting of  the American Musicological Society, 




   
 Admittedly, dealing with singers’ voices at a distance of  over two centuries is a difficult 
process.  While scholars like Karen Henson, Gregory Bloch, Mary Ann Smart, Susan Rutherford, 
and Sean Parr have recently illustrated methodologies for dealing with nineteenth-century singers, 
the problem of  the elusive voice is compounded in the case of  eighteenth-century singers, who lived 
before the proliferation of  music criticism and journalism, before the creation of  photography and 
phonography, thus suffering from the natural loss of  historical artifacts that results from increased 
remoteness in time.8  Eighteenth-century singers remain little more to us than collections of  possibly 
spurious anecdotes and largely forgotten scores, and thus it is primarily through the opera score that 
influence and connection must be imagined.  Despite these difficulties, a story of  collaboration, 
competition and emulation emerges from the written artifacts. Guadagni appears, if  not as a distinct 
individual, as an agent of  change within operatic composition, breaking down our conceptions of  
conservatism, modernity, and radicalism in the Enlightenment.   
After describing Guadagni’s career and his residence in Vienna, I will analyze previously 
unexplored arias written for Guadagni, tracing the lines of  influence between voice, composition, 
and aria type.  Based on this analysis, I will then explore how Guadagni’s voice affected 
characterization, particularly focusing on three of  Guadagni’s Viennese roles—Orazio in 
Metastasio’s and Hasse’s Il trionfo di Clelia (1762), Orfeo in Calzabigi’s and Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice 
(1762), and Oreste in Coltellini’s and Traetta’s Ifigenia in Tauride (1763)—written by composers with 
                                                 
8 See Mary Ann Smart, “The Lost Voice of  Rosine Stolz” Cambridge Opera Journal 6 (1994): 31-50 and “Verdi 
Sings Erminia Frezzolini,” Women and Music 1 (1997): 33-45; Karen Henson, “Victor Capoul, Marguerite 
Olagnier’s Le Sais, and the Arousing of  Female Desire” Journal of  the American Musicological Society 52 (1999): 
419-463 and “Verdi, Victor Maurel, and Fin-de-Siécle Operatic Performance,” Cambridge Opera Journal 19 
(2007): 59-84; Susan Rutherford, The Prima Donna and Opera, 1815-1930 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006); Philip Gossett, Divas and Scholars: Performing Italian Opera (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
2006); Gregory Bloch, “The Pathological Voice of  Gilbert-Louis Duprez,” Cambridge Opera Journal 19 (2007): 
11-31; and Sean M. Parr, “The Feminization of  Coloratura in the 19th Century” (PhD diss., Columbia 
University, 2009). See also John Roselli, Singers of  Italian Opera; The History of  a Profession (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), Rodolfo Celletti, A History of  Bel Canto (New York: Oxford University, 
Press, 1997, and Suzanne Aspden, “The ‘rival queans’ and the play of  identity in Handel's Admeto,” Cambridge 




   
very different aesthetic agendas.  In my final section, I will return to the question of  why Guadagni’s 
unusually “simple” singing was so beloved and what it meant to his audiences.  The answer can be 
found, I believe, by looking to shifting eighteenth-century conceptions of  expression, particularly 
those of  radical classicist Johann Joachim Winckelmann.  Guadagni’s particular body and voice 
functioned as an ideal incarnation of  changing ideals of  pathos, heroism and, as discussed in the 
previous chapter, sympathy.  These conceptions find their clearest manifestation in the case of  
Guadagni’s most famous role, the passionately classical Orfeo in Gluck’s epochal 1762 opera. 
 
Life and Voice 
Guadagni usually appears in music history in three distinct venues, playing three distinct 
historiographical functions.9  In 1750, he is the professional alto (as opposed to the original amateur 
alto, actress Susanna Cibber) for whom Handel wrote the coloratura of  “But who may abide the day 
of  his coming?” for Messiah.  In 1762, he is the sensitive interpreter of  Gluck’s Orpheus, respectfully 
effacing himself  before the composer’s will for the sake of  dramatic integrity.  In the 1770s, he 
brazenly rewrites Gluck’s revolutionary opera as a personal showpiece for several revivals across 
Europe. In the first two instances Guadagni is used to carry out some kind of  narrative work for the 
sake of  a more authorial voice; when Guadagni becomes an author in the third instance, 
descriptions take on a pejorative tone.   
                                                 
9 For biographical information on Guadagni see Patricia Howard, “Orpheus on a (shoe-)string: Guadagni’s 
Marionette Theatre,” Il saggiatore musicale 17/1 (2010): 5-18; “Happy Birthday, Cosimo Gaetano Guadagni,” 
Musical Times 147 (2007): 93-6; Gerhard Croll, “Musiker und Musik in der Privatkorrespondenz von Wenzel 
Anton Fürst Kaunitz,” Staatskanzler Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz-Rietberg 1711-1794, ed. Grete Klingenstein and 
Franz A. J. Szabo (Graz: Andreas Schneider Verlagsabtelier, 1996), 341-59; Paolo Cattelan, “Altri Orfei di 
Gaetano Guadagni: dai pasticci al nuovo Orfeo di Bertoni,” preface to the facsimile score of  Ferdinando 
Bertoni’s Orfeo ed Euridice (Milan, 1989); Daniel Heartz, “Orfeo ed Euridice: Some Criticisms, Revisions, and 
Stage Realizations during Gluck’s Lifetime,” Chigiana 29-30 (1973): 383-94, and “From Garrick to Gluck: The 
Reform of  Theatre and Opera in the Mid-Eighteenth Century,” Proceedings of  the Royal Musical Association 94 
(1967-8): 111-127; and Ludwig Finsher, “Che farò senza Euridice? Ein Beitrag zur Gluck-Interpretation,” 
Festschrift Hans Engel, ed. H. Heussner (Kassel, 1964), 96-110. Patricia Howard is currently writing a biography 




   
Yet throughout his life Guadagni acted as a driving force in shaping musical style, like many 
singers in the eighteenth century.  The vast majority of  opera singers lived peripatetic lives, and thus 
served as important disseminators of  ideas, whether of  aesthetics, fashion or gossip.  In their travels 
from capital to capital and court to court they were instrumental in creating pan-European trends 
both inside and outside the theater.  In the case of  Guadagni, we can see his unique artistic profile 
emerge from the accretion of  experiences from his travels across Europe.  It could be argued that 
Guadagni’s most significant contribution to the Viennese reform was his importation of  aesthetic 
innovations from London, where radically new theatrical experiments were taking place under the 
supervision of  pioneers like David Garrick.10  In addition, Guadagni was able to transport to Vienna 
his first-hand experience with the lofty operatic experiments taking place in Parma in the end of  the 
1750s. 
Like most singers of  opera seria, Guadagni was born in Italy, where he was first 
professionally employed in Venice, but he found his first major success in the English capital, 
arriving in London in 1748 as a member of  the Croza buffa company.  Outside of  short trips to 
Lisbon and Paris, Guadagni spent most of  the 1750s in London where, Charles Burney notes, he 
was “more noticed in singing English than Italian.”11  Handel composed the tragic romantic role of  
Didymus for Guadagni in the 1750 oratorio Theodora, as well as the aforementioned new material in 
Messiah. Guadagni also sang that same year in a production of  Handel’s Samson.   
As described by Patricia Howard in her article on Guadagni’s acting style, it was during this 
period in London that Guadagni gained his renowned skill in acting.12 Howard notes that two of  
                                                 
10 For more on David Garrick, see Chapter 3. On his relationship to operatic reform, see Danial Heartz, 
“From Garrick to Gluck: The Reform of  Theater and Opera in the Mid-18th Century,” Proceedings of  the Royal 
Musical Association (1968): 111-127. 
 
11 Burney, A General History of  Music, from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period, vol. 4 (London: 1789), 495. 
 




   
Croza’s actors, Filippo Laschi and Pietro Pertichi, were highly praised for their naturalistic acting 
style.  Yet, as reported by Burney, the most significant instruction came from David Garrick himself. 
In 1755, Guadagni starred with Garrick in a production of  John Christopher Smith’s The Fairies, a 
musical setting of  A Midsummer Night’s Dream.13 It seems probable that Guadagni synthesized many 
of  the actor’s principles with his own performance: acting with complete absorption on the stage to 
create a sympathetic response in the audience members. 
After leaving London in 1757, Guadagni returned briefly to Venice, and then at the end of  
1758 found work at one of  the principal centers of  operatic reform—Parma.  Here he participated 
in some of  the first experiments in the mixture of  French and Italian opera advocated by Algarotti, 
executed by the librettist Carlo Innocenzo Frugoni (1692-1768) and composer Tommaso Traetta 
(1727-1779).  In 1759 the superstar soprano Caterina Gabrielli (1730-1796) starred in Traetta’s 
monumental reform effort Ippolito ed Aricie, a pioneering work in terms of  dramatic unity and choral 
involvement, based on Rameau’s Hippolyte et Aricie.  Traetta’s music ran the gamut from the most 
fashionably galant ornamented style to extremely dramatic parlante singing that seems to presage 
Gluck’s brooding naturalism.  Although Guadagni was absent for the success of  Ippolito, he took part 
in Traetta’s and Frugoni’s subsequent Le feste d’Imeneo (1760), written for the local celebrations of  the 
wedding of  Parmesan Princess Isabella to the Habsburg Archduke Joseph.  Although Guadagni’s 
international reputation was already firmly established, this exposure to the Viennese court may have 
led to an invitation of  employment. 
Guadagni was engaged in Vienna in early 1762, replacing the castrato Giuseppe Galliari in a 
one-year contract.14 He debuted as Orazio in Hasse’s and Metastasio’s celebratory dramma per 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
13 See Henry Pleasants, The Great Singers from the Dawn of  Opera to our Own Time (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1966), 82. 
 




   
musica Il trionfo di Clelia, written for the parturition of  the princess Isabella, now wife of  the future 
Joseph II.  Guadagni’s Viennese debut initiated a three-year run of  performances as the primo uomo 
in almost every opera seria performed at the Viennese court, as well as many Lenten-season 
academies.15  The operas that Guadagni premiered ranged from the traditionally Metastasian (Il 
trionfo di Clelia, Artaserse) to Gluck’s radical reform experiments (Orfeo ed Euridice), and operas lying 
somewhere between the two extremes (Ifigenia in Tauride, Alcide negli orti esperidi, Telemaco).16  Orfeo ed 
Euridice revolves around the role of  Orfeo, a role that could be seen as a crystallization of  
Guadagni’s unique vocal and dramatic abilities.  Table 1 lists the roles composed for Guadagni 
during his Viennese tenure, along with other leading roles. 
Table 1: Serious Italian operas premiered in Vienna, 1762-1765, with cast lists.17 
Title Role and Type Performers18 
Il trionfo di Clelia (1762) 
Metastasio/Hasse 
Dramma per musica 
Porsenna (tenor) 
Clelia (prima donna) 
Orazio (primo uomo) 
Larissa (seconda donna) 
Tarquinio (secondo uomo) 










Arianna (prima donna) 
Bacco (primo uomo) 






Orfeo ed Euridice (1762) 
Calzabigi/Gluck 
Azione teatrale 
Orfeo (primo uomo) 
Euridice (prima donna) 
Amor (seconda donna/pants role) 
Gaetano Guadagni 
Marianna Bianchi 
Lucy (Lucille) Clavereau 
                                                 
15 Brown reports that in the 1762-63 theatrical year, Guadagni appeared in approximately thirty academies and 
court performances; see Brown, Gluck and the French Theatre, 121. 
 
16 The reformed versus traditional nature of  Gluck’s Telemaco will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
 
17 All premieres took place at the Burgtheater unless otherwise stated. 
 
18 Cast lists are based primarily on names listed in manuscript copies and on Gumpenhuber's Répertoire. 
 
19 The music of  this pasticchio festa teatrale is unfortunately lost, though the libretto remains. See Klaus 




   
Artaserse (1763) 
Metastasio/G. Scarlatti 
Dramma per musica 
Artaserse (secondo uomo) 
Arbace (primo uomo) 
Mandane (prima donna) 
Artabane (tenor/villain) 








L'isola disabitata (1763) 
Metastasio/G. Scarlatti 
Azione teatrale 
Gernando (primo uomo) 
Enrico (secondo uomo) 
Costanza (prima donna) 
Silvia (seconda donna) 
Gaetano Guadagni 
other parts unknown 
Ifigenia in Tauride (1763) 
Coltellini/Traetta 
Dramma per musica 
 
Toante (tenor) 
Ifigenia (prima donna) 
Oreste (primo uomo) 
Pilade (secondo uomo) 










Elettra (prima donna) 
Taigete (seconda donna) 
Alcide (primo uomo) 








Dramma per musica 
Clistene (tenor) 
Aristea (prima donna) 
Argene (seconda donna) 
Megacle (primo uomo) 
Licida (secondo uomo) 
Aminta (second tenor) 
Aleandro  









revision of  1750 version 
Dramma per musica 
Ezio (primo uomo) 
Valentiniano (secondo/villain) 
Massimo (tenor, villain) 
Fulvia (prima donna) 
Onoria (seconda donna) 










Egeria (prima donna) 
Venere (seconda donna) 
Mercurio (primo uomo) 







Il trionfo d’Amore (1765) 
Metastasio/Gassmann 
Azione teatrale 
Amore (primo uomo) 
Venere (prima donna) 
Apollo (secondo uomo) 








Giovanni Battista Ristorini 
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Telemaco (1765) 
Coltellini/Gluck 
Dramma per musica 
Telemaco (primo uomo) 
Circe (prima donna) 
Ulisse (tenor) 
Asteria (seconda donna) 
Merione (secondo uomo) 
Gaetano Guadagni 




Romolo ed Ersilia (1765) 
Metastasio/Hasse 
Dramma per musica 
Romolo (primo uomo) 
Ersilia (prima donna) 
Valeria (seconda donna) 










Arias for Orpheus 
As discussed in Chapter 1, singing by the mid-eighteenth century had reached an apex of  virtuosic 
display, according to the twin ideals of  galant and bravura singing, in which the goal was to 
overwhelm and seduce the listener through a quasi-magical interaction with the virtuosic voice. 
Guadagni’s famously simple singing then begs the question: what was the effect of  his voice on 
audiences? Why did Guadagni sing so little coloratura when he had proven his technical ability in 
earlier roles, and when his colleagues made liberal use of  the virtuosic voice?  When agile-voiced 
castrati like Luca Fabris and Giovanni Toschi were available, why was Guadagni favored as primo 
uomo?  In this section I will analyze the vocal style exhibited in arias written for Guadagni while in 
Vienna, emphasizing those that have been ignored by modern scholarship and juxtaposing them 
with their more famous counterparts, to show that composers treated Guadagni’s voice very 
differently from those of  his peers. While many of  the characteristics of  Guadagni’s arias were 
shared by the arias written for his colleagues, Guadagni’s arias exhibit remarkably consistent 
alternative features that argue for a vocal-aesthetic ideal alternative to bravura and galant. The vocal 
alternatives provided by Guadagni’s abilities may have also spurred alternative tendencies in realms 




   
 
 
Table 2: Arias newly composed for Guadagni between 1762 and 1765. 
Arias Tempo, Stylei Form and Placementii Theme 
Il trionfo di Clelia, Metastasio/Hasse, 1762, Orazio 
Resta, o cara 
Saperti basti, o cara 
Dei di Roma 





dal segno (I/v) 
dal segno (I/x) 
ABA’ (II/ii) 





Orfeo ed Euridice, Calzabigi/Gluck, 1762, Orfeo 
Chiamo il ben così 
 
Deh! placatevi con me 
Mille pene 
  & Men tiranne 
Che puro ciel 
Che faro senza Euridice 
Andante non presto,  
d’affetto 



















beauty, love, lament 
lament, love 
Ifigenia in Tauride, Coltellini/Traetta, 1763, Oreste 
Qual destra omicida 
O dio dov’è la morte 
Ah per pieta placatevi 













Alcide negli orti esperidi, Coltellini/de Majo, 1764, Alcide  
Per quei vezzosi rai 
 
Fidate in van si cela 
Io parto contento 
 
Mi straziano il core 



















L'olimpiade, Metastasio/Gassmann, 1764, Megacle 
Superbo di me stesso 
Se cerca se dice 




dal segno (I/ii) 
through-composed (II/x) 




Ezio, Metastasio/Gluck, 1763/4, Ezio 
Pensa a serbarmi 
 
Se il fulmine sospendi 
Andante non molto, 
galant/d’affetto 
Presto, heroic 
dal segno (I/iii) 
 






   
Egeria, Metastasio/Hasse, 1764, Mercurio Mus. Hs. 18280 
Tu gl'ostinati sdegni Largo, d’affetto dal segno (Aria 1) calm, peace 
Il trionfo d’Amore, Metastasio/Gassmann, 1765, Apollo 
Se l’orgoglioso trovar     
 bramate 




dal segno (Aria 3) 
 




Telemaco, Coltellini/Gluck, 1765, Telemaco 
Non dirmi, ch’io viva 
Se per entro all nera 
 foresta 
Perchè t’involi (cavatina) 
 
Ah non turbi 
 
Dimmi che un misero 
Allegro, heroic  























Romolo ed Ersilia, Metastasio/Hasse, 1765, Romolo 
Questa è la bella face 
Con gli amorosi mirtivi 
Largo, d’affetto 
Allegro, heroic 
dal segno (I/ii) 





Notes to table: 
i These are categories based on my own stylistic analysis, in addition to contemporary classification systems. They are not 
meant to extend beyond the operas under consideration and are used for comparative purposes within Guadagni’s 
repertoire only. “S&D” in this chart is shorthand for “Sturm und Drang.” All of  these categories will be discussed in 
detail below. 
 
ii The capitalized Roman numeral designates the act, while the lower-case Roman numeral designates the scene number.  
 
iii This aria’s tempo is not specifically marked, but it derives from the preceding section’s maestoso indication.  The new 
mood of  the aria, which is certainly not maestoso, would suggest an andante marking; the tempi were probably meant 
to be identical. 
 
iv These two short numbers are part of  a larger scene complex and cannot be considered independent set pieces, but 
they are significant moments of  solo singing. These two passages might be considered to be essentially two halves of  
a binary form, interrupted by the choral insertion, “Ah, quale incognito." “Men tiranne” returns to the home key (F-
minor) of  “Mille pene.” 
 
v The tempo is not indicated, but the large number of  half-notes in cut time suggests an Andante or Moderato tempo. 
 
vi There is a second version of  this aria in the Austrian National Library, Mus. Hs. 17288, which is written in a tenor clef; 
it is still a heroic, Allegro con spirito aria, but here in triple metter and with virtuosic sixteenth-note bravura passages. 
We can safely assume this was not the version intended for Guadagni; I have not been able to discover who this 
tenor Romolo might be, or for what occasion this version was used. 
 
Note regarding Ezio (1763/4): The 1763/4 version of  Ezio is a major revision of  an opera written in 1750 for Prague. 
Although in both cases the primo uomo was played by an alto castrato, Gluck did make some significant changes to 
Ezio’s music. The vocal melody of  “Pensa a serbarmi” is almost exactly the same as the 1750 version of  the opera, 
though it has been changed from da capo to dal segno form to keep with current operatic fashion. However, in the 
instrumental melody, the pervading Lombard rhythms in the 1750 version have been changed to long-short dotted 
figures, moving away from that hallmark of  galant style to a more straightforward rhythmic type that places it closer 
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to the aria d’affetto. 
    Ezio’s two other arias in the 1763/4 opera are basically transpositions from the 1750 version, though there are slight 
changes. “Recagli quell’acciaro” (Act II/vi) is an Andante, through-composed aria whose vocal style is extremely 
simple and largely syllabic, bordering on the aria d’affetto. However, the 1750 version of  “Recagli quell’acciaro” is 
marked Allegro, which would change its effect markedly. “Ecco alle mie catene” (Act II/xi) is again through-
composed, and, despite its Andante tempo-marking, exhibits more characteristics of  the d’affetto than the galant aria 
style. At the end of  Act I Ezio also has a duet with Fulvia, “Va, ma tremo al tuo periglio,” a through-composed 
Andante aria that blends galant and aria d’affetto.  
 Two arias for Ezio from the 1750 version were removed for the 1763/4 version: “Se fedele mi brama il regnante,” a 
vivacious but markedly non-virtuosic Allegro heroic aria, and “Per la memoria,” a languishing, cantabile Moderato 
minuet. Both would have been appropriate for Guadagni’s singing style, so Gluck’s motivation for the removal must 
have been dramaturgical or musical, or simply related to length. 
_______________________ 
 
 In this section, I will not provide a complete formal analysis of  these arias, but rather focus 
on the elements that seem most consistently different from arias written for his colleagues.20 These 
include a greater proportion of  what I will call arie d’affetto and minor-key/parlante aria types, and a 
lack or simplicity of  coloratura in typically bravura and galant aria styles; in some cases there is 
slightly more formal variety of  both text and musical structure in Guadagni’s arias compared to 
other singers in the opera. At times he is more marked and at other times, particularly in operas 
tending toward reform, he seems to mesh with the other characters. However, Guadagni is often the 
only singer in an entire opera who receives an aria outside of  the bravura or galant styles, and his 
music is often markedly non-virtuosic compared with his co-stars. Thus, overall, the repertory 
written for Guadagni is one of  difference.  
Guadagni’s vocal difference can be better understood when put in the context of  aria 
typology. Musical expression in arias was formed by the interaction of  text-setting, tempo marking, 
melismatic and ornamental style, and melodic shape, all of  which tended to coalesce into a small 
number of  conventional types with expressive connotations. In true encyclopedist fashion, 
eighteenth-century commentators spilt much ink over classifying these aria types in order to explain 
                                                 
20 An exhaustive methodology for the analysis of  arias is laid out in James Webster’s “The Analysis of  
Mozart’s Arias,” in Mozart Studies, ed. Cliff  Eisen (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 101-200.  Webster’s 
parameters include aria types, formal types, orchestration, tonal and harmonic structure, tempi, phrase 
patterns, poetic form, semantic content, and affect.  Those realms I do not discuss in great detail—
instrumentation and elements of  text, harmony, and phrasing—do not show significant differences from arias 




   
their various effects; some contemporary scholars have applied these classifications in their analyses 
of  arias today.21 There is a problem with accepting these “primary-source” classifications wholesale, 
however, since the theories frequently are contradictory and moreover do not mesh with actual 
compositional practice. Thus, as I explore Guadagni’s arias, I will develop a typology that combines 
eighteenth-century classifications, modern scholarship, and my own observation. 
 The classification set forth by the Scottish painter John Brown (1752-1787) is among the 
most thorough but is exemplary of  the problematic nature of  the whole enterprise. In his Letters 
upon the Poetry and Music of  Italian Opera (1789), he lays out eight arias types whose contradictory 
nature is immediately apparent: the aria cantabile, aria di portamento, aria di mezzo carratere, aria parlante 
and aria di bravura describe musical or vocal style; the rondo and cavatina are formal types; and the 
“aria of  imitation” is a textual type. Such a conflation reveals the inseparability of  vocal 
performance and aria composition in the eighteenth century.22 Although the first five are well-
defined vocal styles that do indeed occur in practice,23 there are still problems when using them to 
categorize arias. The aria di bravura, for example, is “composed chiefly… to indulge the singer in the 
display of  certain powers in the execution, particularly extraordinary agility or compass of  voice.”24 
The aria di portamento, on the other hand, is made up of  long notes at “bold, striking, and 
                                                 
21 Webster enumerates a short list of  aria types—the aria d’affetto, heroic aria, female buffa aria, male buffa 
aria, and rondò—in the context of  Mozart’s operas, tending particularly to buffa genres. Only the aria d’affetto, 
and, to some extent, “heroic aria,” are useful for our purposes here. See Webster, “Analysis,” 107-109. 
 
22 Renato di Benedetto, “Poetics and Polemics,” in Opera in Theory and Practice, Myth and Image, ed. Lorenzo 
Bianconi and Giorgio Pestelli, trans. Kenneth Chalmers, 1-72 (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2003), 
37. 
 
23 Brown’s list is partially corroborated by Carlo Goldoni, who lists the pathetic, bravura, parlante, mezzo carattere, 
and brillante types as indispensible to a properly composed serious opera, without explaining the nature of  
these types. See Benedetto, “Poetics and Polemics,” 23. 
 




   
unexpected” intervals, expressing grand and sublime sentiments.25 In practice, one usually finds 
these two types combined into the typical “bravura” aria I described in Chapter 1, with long, grand 
notes set syllabically for the majority of  the stanza, and an extremely long melisma usually on the 
penultimate or ultimate syllable. The aria di mezzo carratere is vaguely defined in Brown’s classification, 
encompassing arias that are less lofty or emotional, aim at “pleasing sentiments,” and possess an 
Andante tempo-marking.26 Thus the aria di mezzo carratere would include the galant aria style 
described in Chapter 1, but many other types of  aria as well. Brown’s aria di parlante style (extremely 
rare at mid-century) encompasses speech-like, impassioned utterance, reserved for extreme agitation 
bordering on madness.27 Brown’s aria types are perhaps better understood as vocal styles that may be 
use either alone or in combination in a given aria. 
 Of  the types enumerated by Brown at the end of  the century, the bravura and cantabile styles 
are mentioned most frequently by Brown’s predecessors.  In fact, in the writings of  Pier Francesco 
Tosi’s Opinioni de’ cantori antichi e moderni (1723) (considered out-of-date by mid-century) and Johann 
Friedrich Agricola’s Anleitung zur Singkunst (1757) (essentially a glossed, updated edition of  Tosi’s 
work), these are the only two styles mentioned, with Brown’s cantabile called d’affetto or pathetic 
style.28 Here, the two styles refer specifically to singing practice.29 All three writers are united in their 
definition of  the pathetic style. Brown defines the cantabile aria as slow, with long notes and few, 
                                                 
25 Brown, Letters, 37, 58-59. 
 
26 Brown, Letters, 37-38, 69-72. 
 
27 Brown, Letters, 38, 79-80. 
 
28 Julianne C. Baird, ed., Introduction to the Art of  Singing by Johann Friedrich Agricola (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 1. 
 
29 Giambattista Mancini’s Pensieri e reflessioni pratiche sopra il canto figurato (Vienna: Ghelen, 1774) does not 
attempt a classification of  aria types. His book is focused on the mechanics and theory of  proper singing, 
though he does mention a cantabile and a bravura style in passing. The former would be related to canto spianato 




   
skillfully placed ornaments, expressing serious, tender sentiments.30 Agricola defines the arie d’affetto 
as “slow arias—which are generally expressive of  a high degree of  tender, sad, or otherwise nobly 
serious emotions.” He writes further that “their character is usually recognized by the performer at 
first glance by means of  the terms adagio, largo, lento, mesto, grave, etc., which allow the performer to 
immediately identify their character as pathetic.”31 A central element of  this style was the use of  
messa di voce technique, exploited through long, sustained pitches.32 Tosi further notes that alto voices 
are particularly suited toward the pathetic style of  singing.33  
 Tosi ranks the aria d’affetto as the highest aria form because it is capable of  expressing the 
most emotion. Tosi lamented the loss of  this style in his own day to the vogue for allegro coloratura 
arias that tickle audiences’ ears at the expense of  moving the heart; he describes melismas and 
expression as almost diametrically opposed, complaining that modern music would be far superior if  
singers “cared for expression and the pathetic a little more and the divisions a little less.”34  Even the 
allegro tempo is suspect: “The constant Allegro that the Moderns sing, even if  deserving of  
admiration because of  its strength and perfection, goes no further than the exterior of  a sensitive 
ear, if  even that far.”35 Tosi was correct in his prediction: the aria d’affetto would become a relative 
rarity by the mid-eighteenth century. Writing a generation later, when bombastic allegro coloratura 
                                                 
30 Brown, Letters, 36, 45. 
 
31 Baird, Agricola, 196. 
 
32 Messa di voce, an oft-contested term in vocal pedagogy from the seventeenth-century to today, was 
considered the cornerstone and hallmark of  good singing technique. Mancini describes the term as “that 
action by which the professor gives to each note a gradation, putting in it at the first a little voice, and then 
with proportion reinforcing it to the very strongest, finally taking it back with the same gradation as he used 
in swelling.” Mancini, Practical Reflections, 44.  
 
33 Pier Francesco Tosi. Observations on the florid song; or, sentiments on the ancient and modern singers, Ernest Galliard, 
trans. (London: J. Wilcox, 1742), 11. 
 
34 Baird, Agricola, 197. 
 




   
had become even more prevalent, Agricola rebutted Tosi’s claim that simple, pathetic styles are more 
emotionally meaningful than virtuosic styles, and explained how powerfully coloratura can express 
rage, courage, and joy.36  By 1789, the pendulum had swung the other way: Brown also claims the 
aria d’affetto (what he calls “cantabile”) as the highest form.37 
 
Guadagni’s arie d’affetto 
 Indeed, Guadagni might be considered an aria d’affetto singer par excellence.38 Despite the 
relative rarity of  this style in the mid-century, a third of  the arias written for him while in Vienna 
exemplify this category. Hasse, the first composer who wrote for Guadagni in Vienna, took full 
advantage of  Guadagni’s expressive voice, yielding several exquisite arie d’affetto that are usually the 
only examples of  this style in the opera. Agricola in fact lauded Hasse’s mastery of  the style, citing it 
as evidence of  the moderns’ expressive ability.39 The aria “Saperti basti, o cara,” (Appendix #1) sung 
by the Roman patriot Orazio in Il trionfo di Clelia, is exemplary. This aria is marked Lento, in a stately 
                                                 
36 Even more radically, Agricola argues against the classic separation of  the heart and the ear, a cornerstone 
of  early eighteenth-century music-aesthetic theory.  He writes, “The heart and the ear are, even today, very 
vague concepts in music.  It is laughable to the person who is wise to the world, to be confronted in certain 
musical books with a representation of  the ear and the heart as half-enemies.  Is there a way other than 
through the ear to arouse the soul to tenderness with musical notes?  Do courage, daring, and such other 
passions reside only in our ears?” See Baird, Agricola, 197. 
 
37 It is possible that there is a difference between Brown’s cantabile and Tosi/Agricola’s d’affetto, in that cantabile 
may not always refer to the emotional weight of  the d’affetto and might be allowed for more upbeat tempo 
indications. However, Brown clearly intends his cantabile arias to be serious, differentiating them from the aria 
di mezzo carratere. 
 
38 Howard identifies one of  Guadagni’s three surviving compositions as an aria cantabile, See Howard, “The 
Castrato Composes: Guadagni’s Setting of  ‘Pensa a serbarmi, o cara,’” Musical Times 153/1919 (Summer 
2012): 4. 
 
39 Baird, Agricola, 197: “He who has heard the pathetic arias of  a Hasse or a Graun sung by a Salimbeni or 
Carestini (not to mention other skillful male and female singers), or who was so very fortunate to hear Graun 
himself  execute his touching pathetic arias, if  he possesses a sensitive soul, will not deny that everything Tosi 
missed in a good taste in the art of  singing, during the years in which he wrote this book, reappeared several 




   
triple meter, in the warm, “pathetic” key of  E-flat major.40  Hasse’s instrumental parts, calling for 
muted strings, feature plentiful two-note slurs in both eighth-notes and sixteenths.41   Guadagni’s 
elegant vocal line moves through wide arpeggios and affecting leaps of  sixths and sevenths, 
abounding with appoggiaturas and two-note slurs. The melody is simple, graceful, and colored by 
occasional expressive chromatic inflections.42   
 
Example 1: “Saperti basti,” Il trionfo di Clelia (Hasse), mm. 20-45, vocal line. 
 
The elegant simplicity of  the melody aptly mirrors that of  the text, a declaration of  love without 
                                                 
40 Marita P. McClymonds and Daniel Heartz, "Opera seria," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 25 Mar. 
2012 <http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20385>. McClymonds outlines 
the most popular key-affection relationships: “D major for bravura, D minor for rage, Eb major for pathetic 
affects, G minor for lyrical yearning, G major for pastoral tone, A major for amorous sentiment.” See also 
Rita Steblin, A History of  Key Characteristics in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries (Ann Arbor: UMI 
Research Press, 1983). 
 
41 When these figures are descending seconds, they are commonly referred to as “sighing figures.” In this case 
I believe that both the ascending and descending figures create a similar affective result, but I will refer to 
them as “two-note slurs” for the sake of  clarity. 
 
42 Of  particular significance in Hasse’s arie d’affetto and in those of  his emulators are subdominant 









   
beginning or end: 
 Saperti basti, o cara   It suffices, o dear, for you to know 
 che sei, che fosti ogn’or,  that you are, that you were always, 
 e che il mio solo amor   and that my only love 
 sempre sarai.    you will always be. 
 
The few melismas found in the aria are simple, gentle and non-virtuosic, painting the future-tensed 
“sarai” by illustrating the unending extension of  the character’s devotion.43 The melody exudes a 
sense of  gentle passion; the subtle push-and-pull accentuation of  the frequent two-note figures 
certainly aids in this effect, particularly when they span a sixth or seventh.  Of  particular note are the 
surprisingly emphatic downbeat “sempre” iterations in mm. 41 and 76, declamatory moments that 
stand in relief  with the rest of  the aria.44 The sense of  pathos is deepened by Hasse’s modulation to 
the dark key of  F minor for the very beginning of  the second half  of  the A-section (quickly moving 
back to E-flat major), where the dominant would be more common.45  The simple elegance of  the A 
section is brought into further relief  by a starkly syllabic duple-time B section in an agitated C minor, 
where the hero’s diction becomes loftier and less personal, also hinting at the character’s conflation 
of  romantic love and patriotic duty:   
 Che sempre e in ogni sorte  That always and in all fates, 
 lo giuro a’ sommi dei   I swear to all the gods, 
 de’ puri affetti miei   over my pure affections 
 l’impero avrai.    you will have empire. 
 
Orazio’s patriotic prayer to the gods, “Dei di Roma, ah perdonate,” (Appendix #2),  mirrors 
the pathos and sincerity of  his romantic love for Clelia.  This Largo, cut-time aria in C major (later 
the key of  “Che farò senza Euridice?” and the predominant key of  the scena “Che puro ciel” in 
                                                 
43 Thanks to Elaine Sisman for her ideas on this point. 
 
44 At the beginning of  the B section in m. 88, Hasse parallels this downbeat “sempre” in a different textual 
and musical context. 
 
45 Hasse uses this same harmonic technique in “Questa è la bella face” from Romolo ed Ersilia (1765) 




   
Orfeo ed Euridice) employs vocal contours similar to “Saperti basti” in its fervent plea for forgiveness 
from the gods and expression of  patriotism, though it is lightened slightly and brought closer to the 
galant style by the use of  Lombard figures and a 3/8-meter B section. Arpeggiating figures, leaps of  
sixths and sevenths, two-note slurs, and an affecting lowered seventh scale-degree are present.  
Hasse’s later arie d’affetto for Guadagni, “Tu gl'ostinati sdegni,” from Egeria (1764) and “Questa è la 
bella face,” from Romolo ed Ersilia (1765, score found in Appendix # 3) exemplify the same 
characteristics. Both arias are, not coincidentally, in E-flat major. 
 
Example 2: “Dei di Roma, ah perdonate” Il trionfo di Clelia (Hasse), mm. 22-42, vocal line. 
 
 
 The aria d’affetto, with its emphasis on sympathetic emotional expression and vocal simplicity, 
closely matched the ideals of  the operatic reformers. With Guadagni’s penchant for the style, in 
Leap 
Leap 
Lowered seventh scale degree 





   
connection with the fact that the opera begins after the death of  Orfeo’s love, it is understandable 
that we see the characteristics of  the aria d’affetto predominating in Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice. It is true 
that the Andante tempo marking employed by almost of  all Orfeo’s arias was typically an indicator 
of  the galant aria style, and, indeed, the light 3/8 time signature of  “Chiamo il ben così” pushes it 
even closer to the realm of  galant style—or, as some scholars have argued, the galant world of  opéra-
comique.46  However, all of  Orfeo’s arias possess the simplicity and depth that constitute the aria 
d’affetto, they avoid the telling Lombard rhythms and fluttering ornaments of  the galant aria style, 
and they use melodic gestures similar to arie d’affetto by other composers, such as leaps of  sixths and 
sevenths, triadic melodic shapes, and two-note sighing figures. Gluck’s elegant handling of  
Guadagni’s voice seems to resonate with Hasse’s arie d’affetto especially when Orfeo must prove 
himself  the most persuasively moving—in “Deh! placatevi con me.”  Though innovative in its choral 
involvement and with distinctive lute-like triplet figures in the orchestra, the melody of  “Deh! 
placatevi” is strongly redolent of  Hasse’s melodies, with large ascending leaps, appoggiaturas, short 
phrases, light chromatic inflections, and occasional subdominant tonicizations before cadences. 
Orfeo’s cries of  “furie” and “larve” in mm. 4-5 seem to echo the emphatic downbeat “sempre” 












                                                 
46 Brown, Gluck and the French Theatre, 362-367. See also Arnold Jacobshagen, “Opernkritik und Opern-
‘Reform,’” in Die Oper im 18. Jahrhundert, ed. Herbert Schneider and Reinhard Wiesen (Laaber: Laaber, 2001), 
82. 
 
47 Again, thanks to Elaine Sisman for spotting this connection. 
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 “Deh placatevi” proved a rich source of  inspiration for the other composers in Vienna, in 
contrast to the famous “Che farò senza Euridice.” The latter composition received some parodies, 
but Gluck’s Furies scene became almost a trope unto itself.48  A direct homage to Orfeo’s Furies 
scene and “Deh! placatevi” can be found in Traetta’s “Ah per pietà placatevi,” (Appendix #4) from 
the following year’s Ifigenia in Tauride.  This time it is Oreste who attempts to calm the tormenting 
spirits.  Instead of  a strumming lute, this gentle Largo aria in B-flat major calls for an obbligato cello 
which uses occasional triplet figuration.  Harmonically, Traetta’s aria bears a striking resemblance to 
Gluck’s aria, with an interior modulation to the minor and frequent diminished harmonies. 
Melodically, there are significant differences from Traetta’s setting, particularly in the triplet 
figuration, but there are interesting connections; the triplet figures, depending on how they were 
performed, might have projected the same stress-release pattern as the two-note slurs above, and the 
declamatory passages in mm. 10-11 recall the downbeat declamations described above.  
                                                 
48 Two examples of  parody of  “Che farò senza Euridice” include Haydn’s Baryton Trio No. 5/1 and Traetta’s 
irreverent Le serve rivali (1766), Act II, scene ii.  
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Example 4: “Ah per pietà placatevi,” Ifigenia in Tauride (Traetta), mm. 4-18, vocal line. 
 
Thus Guadagni’s voice seems to trace a trail of  influence between the successive compositions of  
Hasse, Gluck, Traetta and others, linking compositions otherwise highly distinct in their aesthetic 
agendas.49 
Despite the importance of  the aria d’affetto for Guadagni, it is noteworthy that most of  his 
arie d’affetto are either from earlier in Guadagni’s Viennese stay or composed by Hasse, who was 
noted for the style. There are none by de Majo or Gassmann, and we can only speculate on the 
reasons; perhaps these relatively young composers were more closely attuned to musical fashion and 
chose to replace arie d’affetto with the more popular galant style (Traetta, of  the same generation, only 
used the aria d’affetto in his emulation of  Gluck’s Furies scene). None of  this argues against 
Guadagni’s particular affinity for this style; in almost every opera where there is an aria d’affetto, it is 
sung by Guadagni. In the cases of  de Majo, Traetta, Hasse, and Gassmann, the galant-style arias 
written for Guadagni (seven of  thirty-two arias according to my classification) tend to border on the 
                                                 
49 While both Gluck and Traetta are associated with reform, their manner of  execution, and even some 
components of  ideology, were very different. 
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aria d’affetto in their relative simplicity of  coloratura, though they retain a lighter, pleasing aesthetic 
along with their Andante tempo marking. In the case of  Telemaco, as in Orfeo, many of  the arias seem 
to toe the line between aria d’affetto and galant style. What unites these arias is the privileging of  
expressive declamation over display, effecting a kind of  vocal “absorption” that would allow the 
audience to more readily sympathize with the character. 
 
Guadagni’s “heroic” arias 
On the opposite end of  the dramatic and musical spectrum are ten Allegro arias that represent 
Guadagni as a tormented or conquering hero.  What I call Guadagni’s “heroic” arias bear musical 
resemblances to the bravura arias sung by most other characters, but their lack of  difficult coloratura 
shifts the aesthetic emphasis from overwhelming technical display to dramatic declamation of  the 
text. These arias may also fit the description Brown provides for the aria di portamento, especially in 
their noble sentiments and sustained, syllabic settings.50 
 A typical example can be found in Florian Gassmann’s Metastasian L’Olimpiade, in the aria 
“Superbo di me stesso” (Appendix #6), sung by the athlete Megacle.  With a full complement of  
horns, oboes, and strings, the vibrant instrumental introduction betrays no difference from the 
typical Allegro bravura aria. Megacle’s opening lines consist of  proud triadic half-notes in a dramatic 
syllabic setting, just as would be expected.  However, the few melismas are extremely short and 
simple, with non-virtuosic eighth- and quarter-note figuration.  As if  to compensate for the relative 
sparseness of  the melodic surface, the orchestral accompaniment consists essentially of  a constant 
tremolo, with rollicking Alberti figures in the bass and sixteenth-note arpeggios in the strings.  
Vibrating with energy, the orchestra provides an ideal amplification of  Guadagni’s dynamic 
declamation: 
                                                 




   
Superbo di me stesso  Proud of  myself, 
andrò portando in fronte I will carry that dear name 
quel caro nome impresso,       imprinted on my brow, 
come mi sta nel cor.      as it is sealed in my heart. 
 
Dirà la Grecia poi.          Greece will then say 
che fur comuni a noi      that we shared 
l'opre, i pensier, gli affetti, deeds, thoughts, affections 
e al fine i nomi ancor.     and finally our names too.51 
 
Example 5: “Superbo di me stesso,” L’Olimpiade (Gassmann), mm. 26-52, vocal line. 
 
Under Guadagni’s simple and largely syllabic declaration of  the text, the orchestra represents the 
passion he experiences within; the tremulous figuration of  the strings paints the vibrations of  the 
characters very nerves and fibers. Grétry noted this characteristic—painting interior emotion with 
the orchestra while the voice declaims simply—as typical of  Gluck’s writing, but it may be better 
understood as a particular depiction of  contemporaneous conceptions of  emotional physiology.52 
                                                 
51 Many thanks to Giuseppe Gerbino for his tremendous help with this and many other translations in this 
chapter. 
 
52 Ernst-Modest Grétry, Mémoires, ou Essai sur la musique, vol. 3 (Bruxelles: Académie de musique, 1829), 184. 
Grétry outlines three types of  music--pathetic, gay, and mixed--none of  which correspond well to the aria 
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 This expressive portamento style is taken even further in de Majo’s reform-minded Alcide 
negli orti esperidi, in the aria “Fidati, in van si cela” (Appendix #7), which contains no melismas and is 
completely syllabic except for occasional paired eighth-note figures.  This emphasis on declamation 
was preceded, perhaps surprisingly, in Hasse’s “De’ folgori di Giove” (Appendix #8) in Il trionfo di 
Clelia, an extremely rare example in Hasse’s late operas of  an aria with no melismas. “Fidati,” with its 
simple vocal lines over an often tremolo accompaniment and rollicking eighth-note bassline, shows 
marked similarities to some of  Gluck’s later reform compositions.   
At the end of  1763, Gluck thoroughly revised his opera Ezio, originally written in 1750 for 
Prague.53  One of  the newly composed additions was the vibrant Presto aria “Se il fulmine 
sospendi.” This aria fully exemplifies Guadagni’s heroic style in its large leaps and triadic melodic 
lines, simple arpeggiating melismas, orchestral tremolos, and forcefully syllabic text declamation. The 
orchestra amplifies the powerful declamation of  the voice with an almost constant sixteenth-note 
tremolo overlaid with manic-sounding triplet figures. There is no aria in the 1750 version of  the 
opera that approaches this kind of  orchestration, which, again, subtly indicates a shifting view of  
heroic expression.  The aria, “Non dirmi, ch’io viva,” from Gluck’s Telemaco, is also situated in 
Guadagni’s heroic style: an Allegro, cut time aria in D major, with a simple, syllabic melody 
constructed largely of  arpeggios, and an agitated eighth-note accompaniment often in unison with 
the vocal line.  
 
Guadagni’s “Sturm und Drang” arias 
The remaining five of  Guadagni's arias belong to the realm of  the most extreme emotion, 
comprising a very specific stylistic category. All are in minor keys with completely syllabic settings 
                                                                                                                                                             
types expressed above, though he aligns Gluck particularly with the pathetic style. 
 
53 For a comparison of  the two versions of  Ezio, see Gabriele Buschmeier, “Ezio in Prage und Wien: 




   
and bear strong ties to the furies and underworld depictions that populate reform operas in the mid-
eighteenth century, in which period David Buch has identified a trend for “musical terror.”54 Though 
relatively rare, the style is remarkably consistent in harmonic color, orchestration and melodic style. 
It can be found in Viennese operas as early as the 1740s and in Italian operas in the 1730s.55 
Guadagni's voice must have proven ideal for this style, since he was given a relatively large 
concentration during his Viennese tenure. Of  the arias in this style not written for Guadagni, three 
were composed for soprano Rosa Tartaglini-Tibaldi: “Ah non son io che parlo” for Fulvia in Gluck’s 
Ezio, “Tu me da me divide” for Aristea in Gassmann's L'Olimpiade, and “O numi, che vedo, che 
barbaro vanto” for Elettra in de Majo’s Alcide negli orti esperidi. The remaining examples were 
composed by Gluck: “Che fiero momento” for Euridice (Marianna Bianchi) in Orfeo, and “Vuoi 
consigli” for Onoria (Teresa Scotti) in the revised Ezio.  
Many of  these dramatic, brooding arias are similar to Guadagni's “heroic” arias in their 
noble melodic contours, syllabic settings, and vibrant orchestral accompaniments, but their dramatic 
effect is very different. All of  them are in minor keys with frequent diminished harmonies and 
feature standard orchestral figures such as tremolos, racing scalar passages, and rest-8th-8th-8th” 
rhythms. Most begin directly from the preceding recitative without a ritornello. The texts of  these 
arias deal with death, the supernatural, suffering, or any situation of  extreme emotion. Their 
affective and stylistic content align them with John Brown’s arie di parlante: agitated, frantic, and 
passionate, with violent instrumental parts, and tending toward shorter line lengths in the text, 
                                                 
54 David Buch, Magic Flute and Enchanted Forests: The Supernatural in Eighteenth-Century Music Theater (Chicago: 
University of  Chicago Press, 2008). 173-178. 
 
55 Two characteristic examples were written by Gluck for la Tesi in both “Tradita, sprezzata” in Act II of  
Semiramide riconosciuta (1748) and “Prenditi il figlio” in Le cinesi (1754). In Le cinesi, the aria represents the seria 
style, as opposed to the buffa and pastoral styles sung by the other two female characters.  Again, we see how 
Tesi’s vocal style seems to have presaged that of  Guadagni. Gluck employed the style again in Il re pastore 




   
though Brown does not specify a minor or major modality in his description of  the style.56 Like the 
heroic arias, but amplified, these arias transcribe the brooding, trembling interiority of  their 
characters in the orchestral parts, allowing the character’s voice to utter the broken phrases and 
“natural” exclamations of  sensible expression. 
Despite the controversy surrounding the term, I choose to label these arias Sturm und 
Drang.57 Although scholars have consistently pointed out the error of  using a geographically specific 
literary term from the 1770s to describe music of  an earlier period and another place,58 the term has 
become common parlance in music historiography—particularly, following Ratner, as a kind of  
musical topic or style, as I shall use it in this dissertation.59 Further, several scholars have pointed out 
the origin of  what is now commonly considered the musical Sturm und Drang style in opera seria, and 
particularly in the mid-century reform movements.60 Most of  the Sturm und Drang examples from 
Guadagni’s repertory stem from operas that might be considered reformist operas—de Maio's Alcide 
negli orti esperidi, Traetta's Ifigenia in Tauride, and Gluck's Telemaco and Orfeo ed Euridice—but some 
                                                 
56 Brown, Letters, 38, 79-80, 91. 
 
57 Some recent criticisms and revaluations of  the term include Abigail Chantler, "The Sturm und Drang Style 
Revisited," International Review of  the Aesthetics and Sociology of  Music 34/1 (2003): 17-31; Siegmund Bert, ed., 
Sturm und Drang in Literatur und Musik (Blankenburg: Kultur- und Forschungsstätte Michaelstein Blankenburg, 
2004), and Marcel Pusey, “Haydn’s Instrumental Music and the Fallacy of  Sturm und Drang: Issues of  style in 
the symphonies, string quartets, and keyboard sonatas c. 1766–1772" (Ph.D. diss., Duke University, 2005). 
 
58 The term can be further limited to just a few authors, including Goethe, Schiller, Klinger, and Lenz. See 
Pusey, “Fallacy of  Sturm und Drang,” 12. 
 
59 One conclusion of  Pusey’s dissertation is that “If  the label Sturm und Drang must be used in connection 
with this music, it should therefore be restricted to a topical application in the manner of  Leonard Ratner’s 
classification of  the multiple coexisting manners of  expression embodied within the classical style,” although 
Pusey would rather see the term replaced by his own—“theatrical turbulence.” See Pusey, “Fallacy of  Sturm 
und Drang,” 203. 
 
60 See Heartz and Brown, “Sturm und Drang,” Grove Music Online, ed. L. Macy (www.grovemusic.com, accessed 
7/15/2011), Pusey, “Fallacy of  Sturm und Drang,” 166-179, Chantler, “Sturm und Drang,” 27-28, and Ernest 
Harriss, "Johann Adolf  Hasse and the Sturm und Drang in Vienna" Hasse-Studien 3 (1996): 24; and Joel Kolk, 
“’Sturm und Drang’ and Haydn’s Opera,” in Haydn Studies: Proceedings of  the International Haydn Conference, 
Washington, D.C., 1975, ed. Jens Peter Larsen, Howard J. Serwer, and James Webster (New York: W. W. 




   
examples are found in Gassmann's rather traditional L'olimpiade and Gluck’s unreformed Ezio.61  
 Oreste's “Qual destra omicida” (Appendix #9) in Ifigenia in Tauride vividly describes the 
nightmares aroused by the character's guilt over his vengeful matricide. Despite the Andante tempo 
indication, this is clearly no galant aria. The almost completely syllabic vocal line is dominated by a 
parlante expression of  the text, the abrupt phrases eventually building to long eighth-note lines, as 
seen in Example 6. The abrupt lines, typical of  the parlante style, and compressed rhyme scheme 
increase the sense of  panic. Traetta ups Coltellini’s emotional ante by breaking the short poetic lines 
into even shorter musical phrases, breathless half-sentences that seem to echo the style of  
sentimental literature: 
Qual destra omicida               What murderous hand 
la morte m'appresta               is preparing my death? 
ah ferma, t'arresta,                  Ah, halt... stop... 
la madre m'uccida                 let my mother kill me, 
la madre spietata,                  my merciless mother, 
se sazzia l'ingrata                if  she, ungrateful, is not satiated 
di sangue non è.                  with blood. 
 
O Dio non senti                  Oh god, can’t you hear 
gli ululati, i lamenti?             The wails, the laments? 
Ah barbara, affretta              Ah, barbarous woman, hasten 
l'acerba ferita,                     the bitter wound, 
qual dono è la vita              what kind of  gift is life, 







                                                 
61 H.C. Robbins Landon groups Gassmann in with other composers contributing the “Austrian musical Sturm 
und Drang.” Despite the problematic nature of  using Sturm und Drang to describe a musical stylistic period, it is 
true that Gassmann showed an interest in the extreme expression of  the style under discussion. See Landon, 
“Crisis Years: Sturm und Drang and the Austrian Musical Crisis,” in Haydn: Chronicle and Works, ii. Haydn at 
Esterháza, 1766-1790 (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1978), 271. 
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Example 6: “Qual destra omicida” (Traetta), mm. 1-25, vocal line. 
 
 
Like most of  the arias in this style, “Qual destra omicida” is through-composed; the overarching 
form is binary, but the first half  exhibits a contained binary form within itself  (moving to the 
relative major and back), while the second half  (beginning in m.70) begins abruptly in the relative 
major and then dwells on an unstable dominant preparation for thirteen measures before returning 
to the tonic. Like most of  these Sturm und Drang arias, “Qual destra omicida” begins without 
opening ritornello.  
In painting the aria’s horrific text, Traetta employs almost the entire battery of  available 
Sturm und Drang orchestral techniques: mm. 1-9 use nervous, racing scalar figures (Example 7A); 
mm. 10-17 consist of  tremolos; mm. 18-22 employ a syncopated pulse that would become de rigeur 
in Gluck’s composition (Example 7B). The next section, as the aria transitions back to the tonic 




   
(beginning at “Oh dio, non senti gli ululati i lamenti”), echoes the wails and cries of  the ghostly 
mother through chromatic wavering figures in the violins and oboes (Example 7C), as well as 
another typical Sturm und Drang accompaniment device of  orchestral arpeggios in a rest-8th-8th-8th 
rhythm (Example 7D).62  As with the other aria types discussed, the picturesque orchestral figures 
illustrate the interiority of  the character’s emotion, allowing the voice to declaim the text naturally 
for maximum expression. 
L’olimpiade’s “Se cerca, se dice” (Megacle) and “Tu me da me divide” (Licida) had inspired 
dark, minor-key, “Sturm und Drang” arias since Caldara’s initial 1733 setting; Gassmann follows suit in 
both cases.63 His imaginative setting of  “Se cerca, se dice” (Appendix #10) alternates anxious, 
driving orchestral figuration with plaintive sighing figures, in a setting that might seem vaguely 
Gluckian to the modern listener. The text, exhibiting the typically short lines of  the style, declaimed 
with halting, broken phrases, often of  only three notes. 
  Se cerca, se dice:    If  she seeks, if  she says, 
     “L'amico dov'è?”   “Where is the friend?   
     “L'amico infelice”,    The unhappy friend,” 
       rispondi, “morì”.    Respond, “He died.” 
 
      Ah no! sì gran duolo    Ah, no, such great pain 
      non darle per me:    do not give her on my account: 
      rispondi ma solo:    Respond, but this only: 
     “Piangendo partì.”    “He departed weeping.” 
 
      Che abisso di pene    What abyss of  pain 
      lasciare il suo bene,    to leave her love, 
                                                 
62 Many of  these standard figures overlap with the “terrifying” musical techniques popular by the mid-century 
outlined by David Buch, including tremolo, alla zoppa figuration, diminished chords, rapid scalar passages, and 
contrasting dynamics. See Buch, Supernatural, 175. 
 
63 According to Heartz, “Se cerca, se dice” is the dramatic keystone of  Metastasio’s text, and composers 
throughout the eighteenth century were inspired to remarkable settings. Metastasio gave Caldara specific 
instructions that he should set the text in short, halting phrases; Caldara set a further precedent of  a rest-8th-
8th-8th orchestral figuration and a minor key (E minor). Caldara was imitated by Leo the following year, with 
an agitato setting in F minor. Pergolesi’s 1735 setting, in c-minor, proved to be most iconic. Several composers, 
including Galuppi (1747), Hasse (1756) and Jommelli (1761) changed the emotional timbre slightly by 
choosing the aria d’affetto key of  E-flat major; Jommelli’s setting utilizes unprecedented chromatic extremes. 




   
      lasciarlo per sempre,    to him for ever, 
      lasciarlo così!    to leave him thus! 
 


















Over dramatic diminished harmonies Gassmann writes a striking chromatic descending 
motive on the word “piangendo,” a vivid depiction of  weeping. The aria also exhibits a binary form, 
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the second section of  which, beginning with “Che abisso di pene” in m. 90, becomes more agitated, 
with tremolo figures and more forceful melodic lines.64 “Mi straziano il core” (Appendix #11) from 
de Maio's Alcide negli orti esperidi, exhibits the same juxtaposition of  dramatic tremolo and “sensitive” 
sighing figures in a syllabic, minor-key setting, alternating short breathless phrases with plaintive 
melodies, also in a through-composed form. 
 Mi straziano il core    Glory, love, 
 nel barbaro istante   my friend, my lover, 
     la gloria, l’amore,    tear my heart asunder 
     l’amica, l’amante   in this barbarous moment, 
     e palpito, e tremo   and I palpitate, and I tremble 
     fra speme e timor.   Between hope and fear. 
 
     L’amico m’inganna   The friend deceives me, 
     mi fugge il mio bene   my dear one flees me, 
     che sorte tiranna   what tyrannical fate, 
     che barbare pene   what barbarous punishments, 
     e vuoi ch’io risolvo   and you want me to decide 
     in tanto dolor.   in such sorrow! 
 
Gluck also used the Sturm und Drang style in his composition for Guadagni, first in Orfeo ed 
Euridice’s “Mille pene” and “Men tiranne” from the Furies scene, although these moments tend to 
express more of  the plaintive qualities inherent in the style than the manic agitation that dominates 
the previous examples. The lamenting, syllabic vocal lines of  “Mille pene” are accompanied by 
characteristic rest-8th-8th-8th arpeggiating figures; “Men tiranne” is more severely parlante in the 
vocal melody, with a piquant Neapolitan harmony in the final cadence that augments the brooding 
quality.  “Ah, non turbi il mio riposo,” from Telemaco utilizes many of  the same techniques. The 
orchestral accompaniment employs a pulsing syncopated figure that would become a favorite of  
Gluck’s, an apt representation of  the  character’s pulsing heart. Gluck also affords Guadagni ample 
opportunity to exploit fermatas, which accords with Burney’s recollection: “A few notes with 
                                                 
64 The first two stanzas are set in their own self-contained binary form with two text iterations, moving from 
i-iv, then returning to the tonic. The third stanza begins with entirely new thematic material and in VI, but 
then moves quickly back to i. There is no return of  the opening thematic material. 
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frequent pauses, and opportunities of  being liberated from the composer and the band, were all he 
wanted.  And in these seemingly extemporaneous effusions, he proved the inherent power of  
melody totally divorced from harmony and unassisted even by unisonous accompaniment.”65 Sighing 
chromatic lines over diminished harmonies express deep interior turmoil, while occasional 
Neapolitan harmonies create a sense of  gloom with their eery harmonic color. In all the arias written 
in this style, the throbbing, trembling orchestration seems to mimic the interiority of  the character, 
expressing the “sensitive” type of  emotion of  nerves and fibers explained by the most modern 
medical theory. 
 
Guadagni’s galant arias 
Guadagni’s co-stars sang mostly in the galant or bravura styles outlined in Chapter 1; in the next 
section I will compare Guadagni’s arias more directly with those of  his colleagues. First, however, to 
end our stylistic exploration of  vocal composition for Guadagni it is important to consider those 
arias that lie firmly in the galant style that dominated the opera of  his time. (Guadagni has no 
bravura arias.) De Majo’s “Per quei vezzosi rai” (Appendix #5) is among Guadagni’s most 
stylistically galant and technically demanding arias. Typical of  the galant style are the Andante 
grazioso tempo marking, the languid pulsing eighth-notes in the bass, and especially the highly 
ornamented melodic line in the orchestral introduction.66 With the orchestra receding to the barest 
accompanimental figures, Guadagni’s melody begins as a slightly simplified version of  the orchestral 
melody, but he joins the orchestra’s level of  galant ornamentation in his three largely sixteenth-note 
melismas in mm. 27-33, 41-42, 59-66, and 73-76—with arpeggios, chromatic alterations, trills, and 
fluttering turns all appropriately coloring the word “tremava.” He is also given a prominent fermata 
                                                 
65 See Burney, General History, vol. 4, 495-6. A fermata would be such an opportunity for extemporized vocal 
expression without the restriction of  tempo or accompaniment. 
 
66 The gentle three-note sighing figures in mm. 12-13 were favored by Hasse in his arie d’affetti.   
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for a cadenza in m. 80. This aria is a polar opposite to the Sturm und Drang, heroic, and arie d’affetto 
discussed above: the display of  vocal beauty is primary, and the orchestra is a canvas for this beauty. 
Example 8: “Per quei vezzosi rai,” (Coltellini/De Majo), mm. 26-34, vocal line. 
 
 The text of  the first stanza begs for a galant setting: 
 Per quei vezzosi rai  For those pretty eyes 
 Tacendo io sospirai  silently I sighed, 
 Ero vicino a perderla  I was close to losing her 
 E mi tremava il cor.  And my heart was trembling. 
 
There is no heroism or sublimity expressed here, only the gentle, soft sentiments of  fear, beauty and 
love—perhaps a surprising utterance considering they are voiced by Hercules! By contrast, the 
second stanza of  the text expresses fiercer emotions of  love and glory: 
 A questo più funesto   Ah, I thought this was 
 De’ giorni miei credei   the most dreadful of  my days, 
 E in esso a voti miei   and in it, glory and love 
 Serva la gloria e amor.   attend to my vows. 
 
Appropriately, the B section of  the aria is a drastic contrast to the A, beginning in a D-minor 
tonality, with a common-time signature and an Allegro tempo-marking. Though it ends in a sunnier 
B-flat major, the B section recalls the Sturm und Drang style described above in its melodic profile, 
harmonies, and contrapuntal orchestral figuration.  
This example demonstrates two things. First, it indicates that Guadagni’s relative lack of  
virtuosic singing in his arias did not reflect a lack of  ability to sing in the prevailing styles, but rather 
a conscious choice to embrace different performance ideals. Obviously we cannot be sure to what 
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extent Guadagni usually added improvised ornaments; a score produced in England in the 1770s 
that records Guadagni’s ornaments to “Che farò senza Euridice?” proves that Guadagni did in fact 
ornament lightly and consistently throughout the aria, at least at some point in the decades following 
the original performance of  the opera.67 But the evidence from contemporary commentators and 
the compositions themselves indicates a shift of  focus away from display of  vocal agility. The 
second point that Guadagni’s galant-style aria reveals is that the galant style, even when the preferred 
aria style of  the period, could be employed to communicate specific meanings in terms of  character 
and emotion. 
 
Character Study: Orazio, Orfeo, Oreste 
 
Despite the propensity for a given character to sing in a variety of  styles in a given opera, and the 
fact that operatic characters usually embodied abstract ideals rather than consistent personalities, aria 
style was a very important element in delimiting character in opera seria. The primo uomo in opera 
seria was essentially an embodiment of  the ideals of  romantic love and heroism—in Metastasio’s 
opera particularly these two poles were often construed as a paradox forming the crux of  the 
drama.68  In the mid-eighteenth century, the two ideals were most commonly paired with the galant 
and bravura styles respectively. I believe that these idealistic/stylistic pairings are a hint to what love 
and heroism specifically meant in these operas, with love being tied to flirtatious, delightful pleasure 
(which is nonetheless a dangerous distraction), and heroism tied to virtuosic, overwhelming display. 
The former aligns well with the Metastasian conception of  love, which, according to Michael 
                                                 
67 For a discussion of  this score, see Ludwig Finscher, “Che farò.” This article is discussed in more detail 
below. 
 
68 Raffaele Mellace, L’autunno del Metastasio. Gli ultimi drammi per musica di Johann Adolf  Hasse (Florence: Leo S. 




   
Robinson, is “usually the disturbing, irrational element that disorders an otherwise orderly world.”69 
In the Metastasian conception of  heroism, heroic duty and bravery are connected with virtù, a 
characteristic of  inherent superiority (and a marker of  social difference) symbolized by vocal 
virtuosity. 
Guadagni, then, was an outlier: instead of  galant arias (rare) and bravura arias (non-existent), 
composers provided him with arie d’affetto and what I have called heroic and Sturm und Drang arias. 
According to Michael Robinson, a change in the conception and meaning of  love was a central issue 
of  operatic reform. In contrast to Metastasio’s conception, in Calzabigi’s texts love “is the all-
pervasive ruler of  men’s actions,” working in tandem with heroism and not paradoxically against it.70 
In this modality, the sympathy of  the audience member for the character, rather than awe for their 
virtù, is idealized. When a composer espouses Arcadian ideals but is confronted with Guadagni’s 
voice, the situation becomes more complicated and contradictory. 
Whether composers endorsed reformist tendencies or not, when writing for Guadagni they 
were necessarily dealing with a new primo uomo paradigm, and they came up with very diverse 
responses. Guadagni’s influence on characterization can be seen in three roles that are fascinating for 
their variety: Orazio (Hasse/Metastasio), Orfeo (Gluck/Calzabigi), and Oreste (Traetta/Coltellini).  
As audiences, composers and librettists watched Guadagni move from character to character, they 
would have been influenced in their perception by his previous portrayals, possibly comparing and 
contrasting his various roles. Rather than focusing on large-scale aesthetic principles of  reform and 
tradition, audience members were probably more interested in each individual theatrical experience, 
to see how Guadagni brought each character to life and whether they were moved by his 
performances. Thus, as I explore Guadagni’s roles, I will focus both on the large-scale aesthetic 
                                                 
69 Michael Robinson, “The Ancient and the Modern: A Comparison of  Metastasio and Calzabigi,” Studies in 






   
agendas that motivated composers, and on the specific characterization that would have been the 




Orazio, the hero of  Il trionfo d’Amore, undoubtedly embodies the Metastasian moral ideal; Raffaele 
Mellace describes him as “pure heroic force,” monolithic and unchanging, completely faithful in 
duty and love.71  Yet Hasse’s music for Guadagni constructs a different type of  heroism, in which 
pathos and Winckelmannian noble simplicity replace the superhuman vocal ability and galant 
elegance usually encountered in mid-century opera arias.  This new concept of  heroism is 
emphasized by the relationship between Orazio and his lover Clelia.  Clelia, played by Marianna 
Bianchi, the first Euridice, begins on the opposite end of  the expressive spectrum but is gradually 
pulled into Orazio’s aesthetic of  restraint and quiet fervor—redeemed, in a sense, by the singing of  
her lover, just as she would be in Orfeo later that year. 
Il trionfo di Clelia was written for the parturition of  Isabella, the new bride of  the future 
emperor Joseph II.  The plot involves the antagonism between Rome and the Etruscans, paralleling 
the dynastic rivalry between the Bourbons and the Habsburgs that had been symbolically resolved in 
the marriage two years earlier.  As expected, the primary conflict arises from a fundamental 
incompatibility of  love and duty, of  public and private concerns.  Appropriately for an opera 
celebrating the birth of  a child, Il trionfo di Clelia could be seen as a coming-of-age story for the 
eponymous heroine, who might alternately symbolize the princess Isabella or the newborn 
archduchess.  Orazio functions as Clelia’s exemplar and measuring rod for development, not only in 
terms of  morals, but, in Hasse’s setting, in terms of  emotional expression through music.72 
                                                 
71 Mellace, Autunno, 43-44. 
 
72 It might not be a stretch to suggest that this drama functions as a sequel to Alcide al bivio, written for the 
wedding, in which the hero Alcide comes of  age and is rewarded with a bride.  Here the hero-lover becomes 
the mentor, replacing the aged Fronimo of  the earlier opera. 
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The character of  Orazio is set on a dramatic and musical pedestal in this opera. As Mellace 
notes, Orazio is actually quite infrequently onstage, appearing only at pivotal moments to buttress 
the wavering Clelia, to confront the villainous Tarquinio, to provide an example of  heroism for the 
king Porsenna, or to leap off  a burning bridge in a spectacular battle-scene pantomime (Act II, 
Scenes 10-11). Although Hasse's coloratura generally shows a great deal of  restraint in this opera, 
Guadagni's music, as we might expect, has the most unornamented melodies of  any character. 
Where Clelia's arias run the gamut of  expressive and musical possibilities, from over-the-top bravura 
to pastoral simplicity, Orazio's are markedly uniform. Further, Guadagni receives the only Lento and 
Largo tempo markings in the opera, meaning that the aria d’affetto belongs solely to him. However, 
despite Orazio's musical and dramaturgical otherness, he also functions as a unit with Clelia; first she 
is his opposite, but then she becomes his emotional-aesthetic twin. Both Clelia and Orazio receive 
four arias each (including one act-opener), along with a duet. Their first four arias might be 
conceived as two pairs; though they are separated by recitative there are no intervening arias, 
allowing the audience to compare their vocal styles. The lovers' progression from antithesis to 
synthesis is typical of  Metastasian dramaturgy, but its musical counterpart can be viewed as a subtle 
commentary on operatic expression, spurred by Guadagni's unique vocal abilities: restraint and 
simplicity are to overcome excess. Table 3 describes the arias for Clelia and Orazio.  
 
Table 3: Arias and Accompagnati in Il trionfo di Clelia (Metastasio/Hasse, 1762) 
 
Act I, 2: Tarquinio “Si tacerò se vuoi” (Andante, common, E major, galant) 
 
Act I, 3: Larissa “Ah celar la bella face” (Allegro, 3/8, B-flat major, galant) 
 
Act I, 5: Orazio “Resta, o cara, e per timore” (Andantino, cut time, F major,  
    aria d’affetto/galant) 
 
Act I, 7: Clelia Accompagnato → 
“Tempesta il mar minaccia” (Allegro, common, D major, aria 




   
 di bravura) 
 
Act I, 8: Porsenna “Sai che piegar si vede” (Allegro, common, C major, bravura) 
 
Act I, 10: Orazio Accompagnato → 
“Saper ti basti o cara” (Lento, ¾, E flat major, aria d’affetto) 
 
Act I, 11: Clelia “Mille dubbi mi destano in petto” (Andante, cut time, G  
   major, aria d’affetto/galant) 
 
Act II, 2: Orazio ”Dei di Roma, ah perdonate” (Largo, cut time, C major, ABA',  
    act opener,73 aria d’affetto) 
 
Act II, 3: Duet “Si, ti fido al tuo gran core” (Andante, three-four, F major,  
    galant) 
 
Act II, 5: Porsenna “Sol del Tebro in su la sponda” (Andante, cut time, B-flat major,  
    bravura) 
 
Act II, 8: Larissa “Dico, che ingiusto sei” (Allegro, common, C major, bravura) 
 
Act II, 9: Mannio “Vorrei che almen per gioco” (Allegretto vivo, triple time, F  major,  
    galant, very little coloratura) 
 
Act II, 10-11: Orazio Accompagnato/Pantomime Scene Complex 
 
Act II, 13: Clelia “Io nemica? A torto il dici” (Allegro e con spirito, three-eight,  
    A major) 
 
Act II, 14: Tarquinio Accompagnato 
   “Non speri inusto il pino” (Allegro di molto, triple time, G major,  
    bravura) 
 
Act III, 1: Clelia “Tanto esposta alle sventure” (Andantino moderato, cut time,  
    C major, ABA', act opener, galant) → 
   Accompagnato 
 
Act III, 3: Larissa “Ah ritorna età dell’oro” (Allegretto, 3/8, G major, galant/bravura) 
 
Act III, 5: Porsenna “Spesso se ben l’affretta (Allegro, triple time, F major, bravura) 
 
Act III, 6: Tarquinio “In questa selva oscura” (Andante, cut time, E-flat major, non- 
    coloratura) 
                                                 
73 The aria is preceded by a short semplice recitative sung by Tarquinio, in which the villain explains that his 
plan is coming to fruition, reviewing the action to prepare for Orazio’s entrance. After Tarquinio exits, Orazio 




   
  
Act III, 8: Orazio Accompagnato → 
“De' folgori di Giove” (Presto, common time, D major, heroic) 
 
Orazio's opening “Resta, o cara” (Appendix #12) provides a thorough introduction to the 
hero.  Despite its Andantino marking and cut time signature that would normally suggest an aria of  
extreme galant levity, “Resta o cara” expresses tender restraint and sincerity, with the 16th-note paired 
orchestral figures hinting at only the slightest disquiet stirred by the hero's concern for his love. This 
aria summarizes Orazio's philosophy in the most concise way, linking patriotism and romantic love 
as the purest sources of  strength; already at the beginning of  the opera Orazio has internalized the 
Metastasian ideal synthesis of  love and duty, uniting patriotism and romantic fidelity into a single 
concept.  
Resta o cara e per timore  Rest, o dear one, and for fear 
Se tremar mai senti il core  if  your heart should ever tremble, 
Pensa a Roma e pensa a me.  think of  Rome and think of  me. 
 
Eben giusto o mia speranza  It is indeed right, o my hope, 
Che t’inspirino costanza  that your country and my faith 
La tua patria e la mia fe.  should inspire constancy. 
 
The aria also constitutes a summary of  Orazio’s musical character: although the aria’s style is 
arguably galant, the vocal line is largely unornamented, simple and tuneful, leaning toward the 
d’affetto style. The melismas contain no complex figurations, while the sustained note in the first 
melismatic phrase (mm. 35-41), a perfect opportunity for the display of messa di voce technique, 
creates the image of  a calm, smooth surface that cannot be perturbed (though of  course we can 
expect that Guadagni ornamented this note on the repeat). 
Example 9: “Resta o cara e per timore” (Metastasio/Hasse), mm. 34-41, vocal line. 
 
 In their next two arias, Orazio and Clelia present a powerful emotional contrast. Both 
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“Tempesta il mar minaccia” and “Saperti basti o cara” are preceded by accompagnati, indicating the 
heightened emotional states of  their characters. However, the culmination of  these expressive 
outpourings in their subsequent arias reveals the fundamental difference between the two characters. 
Clelia's “Tempesta il mar minaccia” is a quintessential example of  the furious bravura “tempest” aria 
with ferociously virtuosic coloratura and extreme bombast, revealing a character who is totally 
overwhelmed and controlled by her passions. On the other hand, “Saper ti basti o cara,” presents the 
elegant simplicity of  the aria d'affetto, as described above, though the B section allows a moment of  
agitation before the unflappable grace of  the A section returns.  Orazio’s aria presents fervid passion 
as the hero remains a bastion of  self-restraint and noble grandeur.   
Clelia’s character has already achieved Metastasian synthesis by the end of  the first act, 
moving toward Orazio’s world of  musical restraint in “Mille dubbi mi destano in petto,” and proving 
herself  a worthy love-interest for the hero. “Mille dubbi” echoes Orazio’s “Resta o cara” in its 
Andante tempo marking and cut time signature, as well as in the poetic structure of  the text, with 
three-line stanzas, although her text does not express the same philosophical confidence as that of  
Orazio (See Example 10).  
Mille dubbi mi destano in petto   A thousand doubts awaken in my breast 
Quel silenzio, quel torbido aspetto,   That silence, that murky appearance, 
Quelle meste proteste d'amor.    Those sad protestations of  love. 
 
Ah, frattanto ben giusto è il mio pianto!  Ah, meanwhile, truly just are my tears! 
Che sicura non è la sventura,    That the misfortune is uncertain, 














   
Example 10: “Mille dubbi mi destano in petto” (Metastasio/Hasse), mm. 25-53, vocal line 






   
 
The striking unison quarter notes in the orchestra that punctuate her melodies may represent the 
ability of  circumstance to intrude on her inner calm, or, alternately, a hidden uncertainty within her 
that she cannot yet control. Although her melismas are much simpler and less virtuosic than those 
of  her first aria, they are still more nuanced and galant-style than those of  Guadagni, with notated 
trills and more varied figuration, perhaps also indicative of  her less “monolithic” inner state.  
 The second act opens, after a brief  semplice recitative by Tarquinio, with Guadagni’s second 
aria d’affetto, “Dei di Roma,” which echoes “Resta o cara” in its expression of  calm fervor. This time 
Orazio sings a soliloquizing prayer to the gods: 
 Dei di Roma, ah perdonate   Gods of  Rome, ah, pardon me 
 Se il mio duol mostro all’aspetto  if  my sadness shows in my face 
Nello svellermi dal petto    as I pluck from my chest 
Sì gran parte del mio cor.    so large a part of  my heart. 
 
Avrà l'alma, avrà la palma    [This kind of  valor] will conquer the soul  
      and the palm 
De' più cari affetti suoi;    of  her most dear affections; 
Ma è ben dura anche agli eroi    but this kind of  valor 
Questa specie di valor.    is also very difficult even to heroes. 
 
The doubts that troubled Clelia now trouble Orazio as well. This is perhaps revealed in a slightly 
more galant breed of  coloratura and occasional Lombard rhythms. Yet again Guadagni is given 
opportunity for display of  messa di voce in the held G in mm. 85-87, revealing his fundamental 
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constancy despite doubts. Formally, this aria exhibits some atypical choices. The aria begins in C-
major, modulating through the first iteration of  the first stanza, as expected, to the dominant. 
However, rather than a repetition of  the stanza to return to the tonic, Hasse moves directly into a 
G-minor B section. When the A-section material returns, we are not in the tonic, but in F-major, 
though quickly modulating to C-major. Thus, the aria presents one of  the sonata-form variants of  
the da capo aria that became more typical by the mid-century, as described by Charles Rosen, in this 
case, the sonata form without development but with a central trio.74   
 After a fidelity-affirming, musically traditional duet, Orazio’s next major musical expression 
shows a different side of  the hero—and of  the singer. Scenes 10-11 consist of  a grand, spectacular 
action-sequence constructed of  descriptive sinfonias, pantomime, and dramatic accompagnati. During 
the course of  the sequence, Orazio single-handedly dispatches a number of  enemies, sends them 
tumbling off  the bridge, leaps into the flames that overtake the bridge, and stands resolutely amidst 
the crumbling edifice. The “quiet-grandeur” Orazio expressed in the arias has given way to violent 
action in the recitatives, as required by the desperate situation. As Orazio cries on the bridge: 
Ecco il tempo, o Romani. Ardir; gli dèi             
Pugnan per noi. Quest'unico si tronchi             
Passo a' nemici. Alle mie spalle il ponte           
Rovinate, abbattete. Il ferro, il fuoco             
S'affretti all'opra. Intanto il varco io chiudo,     
E il petto mio vi servirà di scudo.            
 
[The time is here, oh Romans! Be brave, the gods fight for us. Let’s cut the only passageway left 
to our enemies. Destroy, demolish the bridge behind me. The iron, the fire hasten to the work. 
Meanwhile I close the gap, and my breast will serve as your shield.] 
 
The extensive battle pantomime surely capitalized on Guadagni’s dynamic onstage physicality, 
recalling the importance of  Guadagni’s visual presence.  Zinzendorf  noted the spectacular effects 
                                                 




   
used in the production, describing the excellent lighting and the portrayal of  the collapsing bridge.75  
Guadagni’s infrequent appearance onstage in this opera likely rendered each moment of  visual 
presence even more impactful.   
Orazio’s final aria, “De’ folgori di Giove,” translates this visual dynamism into musical form.  
He retains the fire and drama of  Clelia’s initial bravura aria but removes any “unseemly” excesses of  
melisma and length.  His aria is both extremely brief  and extremely syllabic, conveying the power 
and fervor of  the bravura style without the hysterical virtuosic display. In fact, this aria, with its 
proud syllabic setting, sometimes in half-notes, might be considered an exponent of  Brown’s aria di 
portamento.   
 
Example 11: “De’ folgori di Giove” (Metastasio/Hasse), mm. 18-38, vocal line. 
 
Musically, “De’ folgori di Giove” is opposite to Orazio’s first three arias.  Yet this contrast in 
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Orazio’s character is not paradoxical: in action (accompanied recitative and “De’ folgori”), Orazio is 
dynamic and even violent, while in emotion (the first three arias), he is perfectly serene, thus forming 
a Metastasian ideal.76  Orazio is indeed a monolithic force, as Mellace describes, but there is a 
musical as well as moral commentary—heroic strength and patriotic fidelity are married with noble 
simplicity in musical expression.   
Many aspects of  the opera show an emphasis on dramatic unity and progression echoing 
Gluck’s reform operas, such as extended accompagnati, the arrangement of  recitatives and arias into 
larger unified scene complexes, and the reduction in the number of  arias and amount of  coloratura.  
Heartz sees in Metastasio’s conception a thoroughly modern interest in theatrical spectacle that he 
had previously strove to purge from opera.77 Within the strict demands of  Arcadian classicism and 
stylization of  traditional opera seria, Hasse’s music answers the current call for increased dramatic 




Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice is in many ways an operatic island, isolated from both the operas of  his 
contemporaries and from his later reform opera efforts, each one of  which might be seen as 
reforming opera in its own individual way.78  As mentioned before, one of  Orfeo’s unusual aspects is 
its close connection to opéra-comique, while another is the fact that it has such an intensive focus 
on one individual’s emotions, a microcosmic study of  emotion. Dramatically speaking, this is an 
austere work even compared to the concise azioni teatrali of  Metastasio. Yet Guadagni’s role as Orfeo 
                                                 
76 He thus functions as a perfect exemplar of  the ethos vs. pathos ideal of  classical aesthetic theory; this will be 
discussed further below. 
 
77 Daniel Heartz, “Traetta in Vienna: Armida (1761) and Ifigenia in Tauride (1763),” in From Garrick to Gluck: 
Essays on Opera in the Age of  Enlightenment, ed. John A. Rice. (New York: Pendragon, 2004), 295.  
 
78 Stefan Kunze, “Christoph Willibald Gluck, oder: die ‘Natur’ des musikalische Dramas,” in Christoph 




   
and his corresponding arias are not so far removed from the world of  Orazio as might be expected.  
Orfeo is a similarly monolithic character, but instead of  representing fervency in fulfilling his 
patriotic duty—a pure heroic force—Orfeo is driven purely by romantic love and loss.  Where 
Metastasio would have punished a character for being driven by his emotions, Calzabigi’s stance 
toward emotion is more ambivalent: Orfeo’s emotions are the source of  his bravery and strength, 
then the cause of  his failure. His emotion as translated into musical rhetoric is also the source of  his 
godlike power.79 And despite his divine nature, Orfeo’s emotions are thoroughly human and 
sympathetic, thanks to Gluck’s transparent musical depiction.  
 Orfeo’s consistency of  character is depicted in the consistency of  his vocal-expressive style, 
just as in the case of  Orazio.  “Chiamo il ben così,” “Deh! placatevi con me,” “Che puro ciel,” and 
“Che farò senza Euridice?,” Orfeo’s most important set pieces, all bear an Andante tempo marking 
with a gentle, elegant melodic contour, but their intense emotional content and expressive fervency 
combined with their lack of  emphasis on vocal display make them closer to the aria d’affetto  than the 
galant aria. Orfeo’s solos are contrasted with Amor’s light and playful “Gli sguardi trattieni,” 
Euridice’s passionate minor-key “Che fiero momento,” and Orfeo’s own “Mille pene/Men tiranne,” 
as well as by the elegaic chorus of  the first act and the furious chorus of  the second.  Orfeo breaks 
out of  this mold in his duet with Euridice, contributing to the passionate discomposure of  her 
coming minor-key aria. Orfeo’s lyrical expression in these solo numbers contrasts even more starkly 
with his own highly expressive accompanied recitatives that pervade the drama—there seems to be a 
disconnect between his lyrical expression and theatrical declamation similar to the character of  
Orazio. Such a disjuncture was noted by Ralf  Meyer in 1918: “[Orfeo] appears simultaneously as the 
unflappable type of  the divine singer (in the arias) and as the suffering human, dependent on his 
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changing fates (in the recitative).”80 
 In almost every case, Orfeo’s lyrical moments contrast with the prevailing affective tone of  
the surrounding scene—“Chiamo il ben così” against the funereal minor-key chorus in Act 1,81 
“Deh! placatevi con me” against the ferocious chorus of  furies in Act 2 scene 1, and “Che farò 
senza Euridice?” in Act 3 against the fiery recitative, duet and Euridice’s aria; the telling exception is 
in the Elysian fields, where Orfeo’s “Che puro ciel” meshes seamlessly with the Arcadian grace and 
beauty of  the surrounding choruses and ballets. In Act 2, during “Mille pene” and “Men tiranne” we 
also see a momentary agitation in which Orfeo takes part in the minor-key world of  Hades, yet the 
elegance of  his vocal lines and gently pulsing accompaniments are a stark contrast from the furies’ 
music, as he soothes their barbarous nature.  
As with Orazio, the recitatives reveal another side of  Orfeo’s character—a man of  action, 
agitation, and emotional extremes. Each verse of  the romance “Chiamo il ben così” is paired with a 
minor-key accompagnato filled with brooding diminished harmonies. Following “Chiamo il ben 
così,” the accompagnato “Voi del regno delle ombre,” with its tremolos and racing scales, draws 
from the same musical resources as the Sturm und Drang aria style. As Orfeo announces his decision 
to descend to the underworld (“Ma io potrò, io voglio! Ho resoluto!”), Orfeo reveals his alter ego as 
active hero, a pattern that continues throughout the azione. Again we see two aspects of  Guadagni 
being emphasized: his capacity for extreme emotional expression and his capacity for evoking a 
sense of  restrained beauty.  As with Orazio, there is an interesting tension between expression and 
restraint, action and passion; but where with Orazio such tensions were placed at the service of  an 
                                                 
80 “[Orfeo] erscheint als der zugleich unverrückbare Typus der göttlichen Sängers (in der Liedmelodie) und als 
ein von seinen wechselnden Schicksalen abhängiger duldender Mensch (im Rezitativ).” Ralf  Meyer, “Die 
Behandlung des Rezitativs in Glucks italienischen Reformopern” Gluck Jahrbuch (1918): 36. 
 
81 This point is also mentioned by Mauser, who additionally comments that this aria points forward to the 
Elysian fields music in its key of  F major. See Mauser, “Musikalische Dramaturgie und Phänomene der 




   




In a letter of  6 March 1767, Calzabigi lauded Traetta’s and Coltellini’s 1763 Ifigenia in Tauride for 
encompassing “the new plan of  musical drama...reduced to the dimensions of  Greek tragedy, and 
therefore [having] the unique advantage of  exciting terror and compassion in the same way as 
spoken drama.”82  By the time Orfeo hit the stage, Traetta was already an experienced hand at operatic 
reform, having composed Ippolito ed Aricie in Parma in 1758, and Armida in Vienna in 1762.  Ifigenia in 
Tauride, while still exhibiting Traetta’s characteristic juxtaposition of  fashionable galant Italian arias 
with hyper-expressive parlante arias, vivid choruses, and pantomime, shows the influence of  Gluck’s 
reform style in its greater dramatic unity and Gluckian furies scene.  In working with Traetta, 
Guadagni helped the composer push the boundaries of  emotion and pathos expressed by the 
character of  Oreste.  Indeed, while Orazio and even Orfeo always seem to retain a sense of  classical 
poise and grace, Oreste must express extremes of  emotion bordering on madness, a central motif  
of  Euripides’ play.  Guadagni’s character and music are even further isolated from the rest of  the 
cast in Traetta’s opera, largely monopolizing the realm of  parlante, “reformed” vocal style. 
 It seems likely that Guadagni’s portrayal of  Oreste would have invited comparisons with 
Orfeo: not only did it premiere on the Emperor Francis Stephen’s nameday (October 4) as Orfeo did 
the year before, but a revival of  Orfeo coincided with the rehearsals for Ifigenia.  As if  to shatter any 
expectations, the opera begins, after a short recitative, with the almost shockingly macabre “Qual 
destra omicida,” the violent Sturm und Drang expression of  which bears no resemblance to any of  
Orfeo’s elegant utterances, not even “Men tiranne” and “Mille pene.”  To set Oreste’s expression in 
further relief, the aria is succeeded by Pilade’s breathtaking but fully traditional bravura aria, “Stella 
                                                 




   
irate il caro amico,” a C-major showpiece with requisite Trommelbass, voluminous 16th-note 
coloratura, and dal segno form.  Oreste’s madness is immediately linked with his vocal otherness, his 
directness and extremity of  expression. A comparison of  all the arias in the opera can be seen in 
Table 4. 
Table 4: Arias and Accompagnati in Ifigenia in Tauride (Coltellini/Traetta, 1763) 
Act I, 1: Oreste Accompagnato 
   “Qual destra omicide” (Andante, cut-time, F minor, Sturm &  
    Drang) 
 
Act I, 2: Pilade  “Stelle irate il caro amico” (Allegro moderato, common time, C  
    major, bravura) 
 
Act I, 4: Toante “Frena ingiuste lagrime” (Allegro moderato, common time, F  
    major, bravura)83 
 
Act I, 5: Ifigenia Accompagnato  
“So che pietade miseri” (Andante, triple time, B-flat major,   
 galant)84 
 
Act I, 6: Oreste Accompagnato 
“Oh Dio dov’è la morte” (Allegro, cut time, E-flat major,  
 Sturm und Drang/heroic) 
 
Act II, 1: Dori  (Andante espressivo, 2/4 time, C major, galant) 
 
Act II, 2: Ifigenia Accompagnato 
   “Che mai risolvere” (Allegro, common time, E-flat major, bravura) 
 
Act II, 3: Oreste “Ah per pietà placatevi” (Largo, cut time, B-flat major,   
    aria d’affetto) 
 
Act II, 3: Duet “Si, ti fido al tuo gran core” (Andante, three-four, F major,  
 (Oreste/Ifigenia)  galant/aria d’affetto) 
 
Act II, 4: Iphigenia Accompagnato 
     Duet “Ah mi palesa almeno” (Larghetto, triple time, C major,  
  (Ifigenia/Dori) galant-d’affetto-Sturm und Drang) 
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Act II, 6: Pilade “Grazie pietosi Dei” (Andante grazioso, 2/4 time, A major,   
    galant) 
Act II, 7: Toante “Smanie di rabbia e fremo” (Allegro, cut time, C major, bravura) 
 
Act III, 1: Oreste “V’intendo amici numi” (Andante, 2/4 time, F major, galant) 
 
Act III, 2: Toante “Vedi grave di nembe saette” (Allegro, common time, D major,  
    heroic, largely syllabic) 
 
Act III, 3: Tarquinio Accompagnato 
   
Act III, 3: Duet “Il miei destin non piangere” (Cantabile, cut-time, triple time,  
    galant) 
 
 In fact, most of  the other characters’ arias in Ifigenia remain firmly in the realm of  
fashionable galant or bravura operatic expression, retaining a place for dazzling Italianate vocal 
display amidst the spectacular French-inspired choruses and pantomimes.  The barbarous Toante’s 
arias (“Frena l’ingiuste,” “Smanie dirabbia”), as we would expect with the virtuoso tenor Tibaldi, are 
all furious allegro numbers with an impressive battery of  melismas, though “Vedi grave” is closer to 
Guadagni’s heroic style in its syllabic setting.  Ifigenia is introduced with an Andante cantabile aria 
(“Sò che pietade”) whose florid, graceful coloratura, littered with Lombard rhythms, provides a 
quintessential example of  galant vocal writing to rival that of  Edonide in Hasse’s Alcide al bivio three 
years earlier. Most of  her lyrical moments are galant, though she does partake in Oreste’s more 
extreme modes during their duet, and her extended accompanied recitative in Act III seems a 
particularly Gluckian moment.85 The secondary characters Dori and Pilade reside firmly in the 
realms of  galant and bravura vocality.  Thus, in the relatively few arias in the opera, Traetta avoids 
Gluck’s all-or-nothing attitude toward reform, carving an effective niche for fashionable display as a 
form of  emotional expression while simultaneously highlighting Guadagni’s alterity. 
 Oreste’s allegro parlante aria, “Oh Dio dov’è la morte?”  (Appendix #13), toward the end of  
the first act, utilizes syllabic expression not as a symbol of  stoic strength and classical poise, but to 
                                                 
85 Act III, Scene iv, “Un nume io sento, che m’agita.” 
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further indicate his madness.  It parallels his introductory aria in its clear declamation, dense tremolo 
accompaniment (often doubling the vocal line), and through-composed form (in this case ABA’), 
though not in a minor key.  Beginning immediately from the preceding recitative without 
introduction, the aria is an unrestrained torrent of  emotion; the continual paired eighth-note figures 
(quite different from the “sighing figures” discussed above) and text repetition create a sense of  
manic urgency that seems perhaps even more excessive than the other characters’ melismas, and 
helps to avoid a heroic quality. 
 Yet Oreste does not remain in this extreme mental state; over the course of  the opera his 
character undergoes a transformation from manic expression to the realm of  classical poise we have 
seen Guadagni display as Orazio and Orfeo.  In the second act, as already mentioned, direct homage 
is paid to Orfeo in Oreste’s choral confrontation with the Furies.  In the opening chorus of  the 
scene, Oreste interacts with the chorus in plaintive, fragmented outbursts.  The tormented hero 
finally gathers the strength to plead with them in his empassioned cavatina “Ah per pietà placatevi.”  
Oreste is reduced to responses that are little more than plaintive moans, resembling Orfeo’s the 
numerous outcries of  “Euridice” throughout his opera; but as opposed to the demigod Orfeo, the 
thoroughly human Oreste cannot overcome the furies through musical beauty.  This scena 
epitomized Guadagni’s skill for naturalistic, impassioned expression, with its focus on clear 
declamation reminiscent of  spoken theater.  The terse Zinzendorf  pointed out the naturalistic 
manner of  Ifigenia’s Furies scenes in his diary, just as he had commented on the furies in Gluck’s Don 
Juan of  1761.86  
 The momentum culminates in a binary-form duet that joins Ifigenia and Oreste together.  
The duet presents a juxtaposition of  Guadagni’s elegant pathetic style with the hurried allegro style 
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heard in the first act, vividly demonstrating Oreste’s inner conflict.   Ifigenia is suddenly swallowed 
up in Oreste’s emotional world, partaking of  his breathless declamation and elegant simplicity.  The 
duet opens with a stately Larghetto, triple-meter section, and Ifigenia’s ornamented opening line 
alludes to her usual galant vocal style as she pleads with Oreste (“Ah, at least tell me if  her days came 
to an end” Ah mi palesa almeno/si i giorni suoi finì). Guadagni’s pained response is immediately more 
restrained and speech-like with repeating notes (“Tear my heart from my chest, but do not speak to 
me that way” Strappami il cor dal seno/ ma non mi dir così). Ifigenia continues with a new agitated, 
tremolo accompaniment (“I feel my heart throbbing, but I do not know why” Sento che il cor mi palpita 
e non sò dir perchè).  Traetta colors Oreste’s next line with murky minor-key chromatic inflections as 
the hero describes his horrible visions (“Listen to the cries and the laments” Odi le strida e i lamenti) 
and then depicts Oreste’s growing inner turmoil through a rising, sequence with secondary 
dominants over which the words are declaimed in the simplest repeated notes (“Look at the carnage 
and the blood, look at that body and blood, but do not try to find out who she is” Mira la straga e il 
sangue, vedi qual busto e sangue, ma non cercar qual’è). 
 The alternation of  voices grows more rapid as the emotions escalate, leading to an Allegro 
agitato section.  The voices finally unite in their pain: 
 Oh dio che acerbe pene   Oh god, what bitter pains, 
 Oh dio perchè non viene   Oh god, why does not come 
 l’ultimo de miei dì?    the last of  my days? 
 Qual fù l’astro tiranno    What was the tyrannical star 
 che al mio funesto affanno   that united to my dismal suffering 
 tanti distrastri unì.    so many disasters? 
 
Both Ifigenia and Oreste now engage in Guadagni’s breathless syllabic declamation and melodic 
simplicity, with the exception of  a single short melisma.  At the end of  this section they are 
interrupted by the furies in a lugubrious G-minor Largo choral interjection:  
Chi può frenar le lagrime    Oh gods, who can restrain the tears  
Al duro caso, o numi!    Before such a cruel event! 
Misero! ah perchè i lumi   Wretched [man]! Why did he open his eyes 
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A’ rai del giorno aprì.    To the light of  the day. 
 
This summons a shortened reprise of  the opening larghetto and allegro agitato sections in which the 
emotional stakes are heightened by new harmonies and intensified orchestration.  This scene 
complex is quite revolutionary in terms of  formal conception and dramatic intensity—certainly 
rivaling anything Gluck had composed to this point—while the vocal writing and declamation clearly 
bear Guadagni’s signature. 
 After this intense encounter with Ifigenia, Oreste is transformed.  The Oreste of  “V’intendo 
amici numi” (Appendix #14) could not be more different from the Oreste who opened the opera, 
with an elegant calm that resembles the monolithic Orazio.  Despite the aria’s galant style—the 
accompaniment is saturated with Lombard snap figures—the vocal line remains relatively 
unornamented and the two extended, simple melismas on the word “calma” seem to diffuse rather 
than intensify emotion, recalling Orazio’s “Resta o cara:” 
Example 12: “V’intendo amici numi” (Traetta), mm. 23-45, vocal line. 
 
V’intendo amici numi               I understand you, friendly gods, 
il fausto augurio accetto           I accept the good omen, 
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sento che riede in petto      I feel that the previous calm 
l’antica calma al cor.                Is coming back into my heart. 
 
Non sia che reo m’accusi        No one can accuse me of  being guilty 
dell’amistà tradita                    of  betraying a friendship; 
s’io detto a lui la vita                as I owe him my life, 
l’avrà del mio valor.                 he will have it from my bravery. 
 
The aria is marked by an extreme sense of  stasis (with a predominance of  tonic and dominant 
harmonies), over which colorful horns and an English horn play light arpeggios.  The effect is not 
unlike Orfeo’s entrance into the Elysian fields, a moment of  extreme classical calm, but without the 
bittersweet tension. As with Orazio, Guadagni’s voice is once again harnessed to create a sense of  
imperturbable calm, still setting him apart from the rest of  the cast, but on the opposite end of  the 
emotional spectrum from his opening arias (this would be again amplified by the succeeding aria, the 
barbaric Toante’s thunderous allegro “Vedi gravi di nembe saette”).  The once mad Oreste has 
reined in his passions and been redeemed from his guilt.  It seems more than coincidental that 
Coltellini describes not only “calma” in this aria but “antica calma.”  Traetta’s music certainly exudes 
a feeling of  quiet grandeur that is hard not to link with Winckelmann’s classical aesthetics.  As Carl 
Dahlhaus and Simon Richter have pointed out, Oreste’s transformation from wild passion to inner 
composure would be a central theme of  Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride almost sixteen later.87 It is 
difficult not to imagine that Gluck was influenced in turn by Traetta’s conception, though in Gluck’s 
case he undermines the character’s statements of  calm in “Calmer entre dans mons Coeur” with 




Guadagni as Statue 
 
What emerges in examining Guadagni’s arias is a tendency toward two stylistic-expressive realms, 
                                                 
87 Carl Dahlhaus, “Ethos und Pathos in Glucks Iphigenie auf  Tauris,” in Christoph Willibald Gluck und die 
Opernreform (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1989), 255-272 and Simon Richter, “Sculpture, 




   
two variants of  Classicism that seem to be at odds with each other.  The first is the “white marble” 
Classicism of  quiet grandeur and noble simplicity lauded by Winckelmann in his 1755 Reflections.  
Winckelmann elaborated the ideal of  “noble simplicity and quiet grandeur” found in ancient Greek 
art using a metaphor of  surface and depth: “As the bottom of  the ocean remains calm and 
unmoved, however violent the tempest may be that trouble its surface; in the same manner, the 
expression, that reigns in the Grecian statues, discovers a certain grandeur and tranquility of  soul 
under the most terrible agitations and the most violent passions.”88  This contrast between surface 
and depth is paralleled in Winckelmann’s Aristotelian differentiation between pathos (changeable 
passions) and ethos (unchanging core character), the latter of  which should maintain its stoic 
nobility unceasingly.  This notion of  quiet grandeur found within the depths accords well with some 
of  the characterization we have seen: Orazio’s stoic fervor, Orfeo’s passionate elegance, Oreste’s 
eventual calm.  Charles Burney describes Guadagni as an ideal Winckelmannian subject in all but 
name: his “figure was uncommonly elegant and noble; his countenance replete with beauty, 
intelligence, and dignity; and his attitudes and gestures were so full of  grace and propriety, that they 
would have been excellent studies for a statuary.”89  The ideal of  beautiful simplicity was propagated 
in operatic circles while Gluck and Guadagni were active in Vienna; Algarotti had advocated “bella 
simplicità” in his 1755 Discorso, and in any case the term “edle Einfalt” had been popular in 
Germany since the 1720s as an operatic ideal.90  
 Yet there is another side to Guadagni’s music as well: extreme, naturalistic emotional 
expression—Rousseau’s gut cry of  nature, violent and inarticulate, far beyond the power of  mere 
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words.91  Gloomy, ferocious furies scenes had been au courant in Vienna since Gluck’s and Angiolini’s 
Don Juan of  1761, the first manifestation of  a tendency toward overwhelming, shocking emotion 
harking back to the horrors of  Greek tragedy.  Angiolini described tragedy as “a simple action which 
gradually leads from the pathetic to the terrible, which wakens horror in me without presenting me 
with it, which ends with vice punished and virtue in triumph.”92  Algarotti’s operatic paradigm set 
forth in his Saggio sopra la musica—Aeneas in Troy—features furies, ghosts and onstage battles.  Van 
Swieten wrote in 1765 of  the current operatic climate in Vienna, “There is an association of  
hypochondriacs here, headed by M. Calzabigi, who are dedicated to introducing among us all the 
severity of  English theater, and for the last three years all the operas given here contain nothing but 
the apparition of  ghosts, demons, murders and assassins.”93 Opera employed all dramaturgical means 
at its disposal to arouse the most intense response in the audience, whether that response be extreme 
emotion, horrible shocks, or supernatural themes—all of  which were expressed to their utmost in 
the Sturm und Drang style described above.94  
Guadagni’s connection to such shocking emotionality might be found in his time in England 
with his colleague Garrick, whose charged portrayal of  such tormented characters as Hamlet and 
Macbeth overwhelmed audiences with their unrestrained realism and demonstrative physicality.  
Might Guadagni have created a similar effect on the stage? As discussed in the previous chapter, 
certainly such an emphasis on evoking chills and goosebumps in audiences was paralleled in the 
move toward sensibility in contemporary literature and theater, where physical symptoms of  the 
sensible body were to be portrayed by the actor to create a sympathetic response in the observer. 
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What is striking is how far removed this emotionality seems from the white-marble classicism 
commonly ascribed to Gluck. Indeed, Winckelmann had denigrated such exaggerated, unseemly 
emotion (such as seen in Bernini’s sculptures) as parenthrysis.95   
These seemingly paradoxical aesthetic tendencies are paralleled in reception of  Gluck’s operas 
from his day to our own.  Stefan Kunze and Simon Goldhill take issue with the Winckelmannian 
classical monumentality often associated with Gluck’s music today, claiming that this was a 
nineteenth-century reformulation; only in comparison with later developments in music, Kunze 
claims, can Gluck’s music be considered austerely Classical.96  Kunze cites contemporaneous 
comments such as that of  Metastasio, who back in 1751 had described Gluck as having “surprising 
fire, but…mad.”97 Yet as other scholars have noted, Gluck’s contemporaries were in no way united in 
their reception of  his music. 
This is especially apparent than in opinions over Gluck’s (and Guadagni’s) most famous music, 
the aria “Che farò senza Euridice?” as conveniently summarized by Ludwig Finscher.98  While the 
beautiful simplicity of  this aria is universally praised, the meaning behind the music has proven 
problematic since its premiere.  The aria is described alternately as the expression of  universal 
human suffering (Wilhelm Heinse), far too happy for the dramatic situation (a guest of  Princess 
Esterházy), or emotionally unintelligible (Mademoiselle Lespinasse and Boyé).  Modern 
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commentators are equally divided. Perhaps the serene beauty of  the aria reflects the divine 
musicality of  Orfeo’s character (Alfred Heuss, 1913)? Is the aria a concession to the aesthetic 
demands of  bel canto style that fails the dramatic situation (Hermann Abert, 1914)?  The very 
structure of  the aria, as with “Chiamo il ben così,” bespeaks a kind of  “multiple personality,” with 
the rondo refrains depicting noble restraint and the episodes a “cry-of-nature” hysteria.  Finscher, 
based on analysis of  various score editions, Guadagnis’ possible ornamentation, and formal analysis, 
places the aria firmly on the “extreme expression” side of  the spectrum: “The voice of  the divine 
singer, who seeks to form his pain and whose nobly restrained melody is disavowed by the orchestra 
even before it breaks into monomanically circling motives, answers the scream of  the suffering 
man.”99  For Finscher, the aria bespeaks a loss of  reason and a break of  control impelled by 
overwhelming emotion, a kind of  Sturm und Drang aesthetic in total conflict with the “pretty” 
classical restraint implied by other interpretations. 
Both Gluck himself  and Charles Burney cited the difficulty of  performance inherent in this 
music—Gluck stated that only the presence of  the composer could insure a proper performance.100  
The extensive rehearsal schedule for the premiere of  the opera (twenty-nine rehearsals according to 
the Saxon ambassador) gives further proof  of  this difficulty.101  Yet Gluck’s rather imperious 
statement of  his own importance in the performance process might cloud the fact that Guadagni 
did in fact pull off  the role with great success—a role not so different from the other roles he played 
in Vienna.  I believe that Guadagni and his unique vocal/performance style might hold a key to 
understanding Gluck’s enigmatic aria, while illuminating contemporary views on expression and 
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beauty. 
Burney compared Guadagni to statuary, and scholars have not yet taken account of  the possible 
relevance of  this remark.  In the person of  Guadagni, as demonstrated in his arias and 
accompagnati, we find the juxtaposition of  two seemingly disjunct aesthetic ideals.  One prizes 
constancy, balance, beauty, and poise, the other violent passion, contrast, and horror.  However, 
within Winckelmann’s theory we find a parallel conflict between ethos and pathos, between the 
permanent inner character of  a person and the outward, volatile emotions.  Schiller and Körner 
identified this conflict in Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride, in which the stolid Iphigenia represents 
character, and the mad Oreste represents passion; as I have pointed out above, this allegory was 
foreshadowed in Traetta’s composition, as well as in the original play by Euripides. Central to 
Winckelmann’s conception, and much of  German classicism, was the idea that an inward character 
of  nobility, beauty and grandeur must be retained despite the changing passionate exterior.  For 
Winckelmann, this was represented ideally in the Laocoön statue:  
The sublime mark of  a great soul shines forth, in all its beauty, thro’ those affecting expressions 
of  pain and anguish that appear in the countenance of  the famous Laocoön, and diffuse their 
horrors through his convulsed members.  The bitterness of  his torment seems to be imprinted 
on each muscle, and to swell every nerve and it is expressed with peculiar energy, by the 
contraction of  the abdomen, and all the lower parts of  his body; this expression is so lively, that 
the attentive spectator partakes, in some measure, of  the anguish it represents: and yet, 
notwithstanding all this, there is nothing, either in the attitude or countenance of  this wonderful 
statue, that bears the most distant resemblance of  distraction or despair; there is not the least 
appearance of  that hideous cry which Virgil makes him send forth on this dreadful occasion... 
The sufferings of  the body and the elevation of  the soul are expressed in every member with 
equal energy, and form the most sublime contrast imaginable.  Laocoon suffers it, but he suffers 
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like the Philoctetes of  Sophocles; his lamentable situation pierces the heart, but fills us, at the 
same time, with an ambitious desire of  being able to imitate his constancy and magnanimity in 
the pains and sufferings that may fall to our lot.102 
 
The other side of  the aesthetic coin would be best expressed through Lessing’s interpretation of  
the Laocoön, where he differentiates between the ideals of  beauty (in painting and sculpture) and 
expression (in poetry). According to Lessing, “All stoicism is untheatrical, and our pity is always 
proportionate to the suffering which the interesting subject expresses.  If  we see him bear his 
misery with greatness of  soul, then indeed this greatness of  soul will excite our admiration, but 
admiration is a cold emotion, whose passive wonder excludes every other warmer passion as well as 
every other more significant representation.”103 Extrapolating Lessing’s theories, an opera in the 
fashion of  antiquity would require beauty as its goal in staging and visual elements, and expression 
as its goal in text and dramaturgy; music, perhaps, would be an art capable of  fulfilling both ideals. 
The ideals of  ethos and pathos, along with beauty and expression, stand in a dynamic tension—
but they are not opposed. On the contrary, in Winckelmann’s conception, the spectator is moved to 
even greater pity and compassion by the noble dignity of  ethos behind the outward pathos.  
Although not usually expressed in these terms, creating a consistency of  character—or unity of  
dramatic conception—was a major concern for operatic reformers, who wished to move away from 
the intrigue-driven plots and shifting, buffeted characters of  Metastasian opera seria.104 Dahlhaus 
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writes, “From the standpoint of  classical, idealist aesthetics, the propensity of  dramatis personae to 
let themselves be tossed to and fro by extreme affects without summoning the consistency and fixity 
of  character to resist them was a defect of  baroque drama.”105  
Thus, the reformers sought the twin ideals of  noble simplicity and extreme expression, the 
unification of  ethos and pathos.  Algarotti apparently saw little conflict between his calls for operatic 
beautiful simplicity and the shocking tableaux of  his Aeneas in Troy and Ifigenia in Aulide.  Noverre 
praised the acting of  Garrick and Lekain (Henri Louis Cain), who, in Voltaire’s Sémiramis, “came out 
of  the tomb of  Ninus with turned-up sleeves, bloody arms, bristling hair and staring eyes,” whose 
“powerful but natural picture impressed, interested, and filled spectators with a sense of  calamity 
and horror.”106 Yet he admitted that “the bounds of  propriety must not be transgressed.”  Calzabigi 
explains how his new order of  opera, “reduced to the form of  Greek tragedy... has power to arouse 
pity and terror,”107 while Gluck’s greatest efforts are concentrating on seeking “a beautiful 
simplicity.”108  
Although Lessing and Winckelmann opposed each other on significant aesthetic principles, they 
were united in forging a radically new classicism, opposing the Italian and French classicism that 
dominated the opera seria and theater earlier in the century. Arcadian and French classicism 
presented intricate detail, exquisite artifice, and hyper-stylization—a beauty that the reformers felt 
was contrary to the exigencies of  expression. In the reformers’ classicist paradigm, restrained, 
simplified beauty was capable of  producing the most violently powerful emotional effects, marrying 
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ethos and pathos.109 
Thus it seems that these two ideals not only co-exist but amplify each other, and the same talents 
that allowed Guadagni to embody the hysterical expression of  an Oreste allowed him to embody the 
stoic grandeur of  an Orazio.  With Orfeo, these two ideals are even more closely aligned, as is 
exemplified in “Che farò senza Euridice?”  In this aria, Guadagni fulfilled the exigencies of  both 
ethos (noble simplicity, quiet grandeur) and pathos (violent, suicidal emotion), the austere beauty of  
the former increasing the empathetic power of  the latter.  If  this was indeed the case, Burney’s 
comparison of  Guadagni with statuary lets us imagine how Guadagni might have looked onstage—
he must have possessed a profoundly expressive physicality that created powerful tableaux, with 
emotion etched in every limb and gesture, while never sacrificing the beauty of  voice or body.  
Burney notes that “his attitudes, action, and impassioned and exquisite manner of  singing the simple 
and ballad-like air: Che farò, acquired him very great and just applause.”110  Impassioned manner and 
exquisite beauty are married in Guadagni’s idealized performance. This is not a product of  depicting 
a god of  music, but of  depicting a suffering human according to a new understanding of  the 
ancients.  Negotiating the tension between beauty and expression, between ethos and pathos, and 
between reason and emotion was a priority not only of  Gluck’s operas, but, as demonstrated in 
Guadagni’s arias, of  the operas of  his contemporaries.  Guadagni’s unusual voice pushed at the 
boundaries of  these concerns, forcing composers to experiment with the musical depiction of  
emotion and character and yielding a rich variety of  reformed approaches to opera. 
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Guadagni “Birbante” 
 
Guadagni’s central importance is perhaps validated by the frequency with which composers “protest 
too much” against his influence.  Despite Calzabigi’s revealing comment about the necessity of  
Guadagni to Orfeo’s success, it seems that the reformers—and later historiographers—attempted to 
negate his importance.  This seems to have occurred first in Gluck’s revised Ezio of  1764, in which 
Guadagni played the title role.  The Wienerisches Diarium reported that “the public were justifiably 
outraged by him when he did badly in the first performance, and seemed likely to prevent the 
universal success which the music enjoyed.  He however has been instructed in his task, and we can 
now watch the work with unalloyed pleasure.”111 Despite the praise accorded by the newspaper (the 
theatrical reports in this state-sponsored paper were often written by someone in the theater 
establishment, perhaps even Calzabigi himself), this opera was not particularly well-received, even if  
it proved a valuable borrowing source for many of  Gluck’s later operas.  Already it seems likely, 
based on his success in Orfeo and other earlier roles, that Guadagni was becoming a scapegoat.  
Whether or not Calzabigi wrote the newspaper review, he later blamed Guadagni and other 
performers for the failure of  his student Coltellini’sTelemaco: “But Telemaco, with the finest poetry and 
exceptionally sublime music, went very badly indeed because [Rosa Tartaglini-]Tibaldi was no 
actress, and Guadagni was a rogue (birbante).”112 
 Similarly, we hear reports of  Guadagni’s immense pride; according to Walpole, he was “more 
haughty than the kings of  Castille, Arragon, Leon, Granada, etc.”113  Burney mentioned that 
Guadagni’s habit of  refusing to bow or encore at the ends of  arias—and thereby break the dramatic 
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illusion—caused audiences to turn against him.114  This sense of  Guadagni’s self-importance is 
amplified by his later productions of  Gluck’s Orfeo that he took to London and Munich in the 1770s, 
with additions by Christian Bach and Pietro Guglielmi that significantly increase Orfeo’s musical 
demands.  He also starred in a far more virtuosic version of  Orfeo written by Ferdinando Bertoni in 
1776.115  Nor has modern historiography looked kindly on Guadagni’s behavior. Patricia Howard 
writes: “The variety of  Orpheus roles suggests that his apparently arrogant behavior on stage was 
motivated less by passionate fidelity to Gluck’s dramatic principles than by an egotistical 
identification with a myth devoted to demonstrating the power of  the singer’s art.”116  Yet still in 
1773 the Saxon ambassador to the court of  Munich could write of  Guadagni as Orfeo: “he plays his 
role to the hilt.  There is something grand about his acting, and although his voice has begun to 
decline, he shines in this opera, which appears to be made expressly for him.”117 
 This minimization of  Guadagni is matched by a concurrent effort to raise Gluck’s authority 
over performers.118 Already in Gluck’s lifetime he was portrayed as a brutal tyrant who refused to be 
ruled by the whims of  egoistical singers; Burney reports that  
He is a great disciplinarian, and as formidable as Handel used to be, when at the head of  a 
band; but he assured me, that he never found his troops mutinous, though he, on no 
account, suffered them to leave any part of  their business, till it was well done, and 
frequently obliged them to repeat some of  his manuevers 20 or 30 times.  This was the best 
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proof  he could give of  his wholesomeness of  his discipline; for there is a strong 
presumption, that when it is endured without murmur, by men not absolute slaves to their 
commander, they are convinced of  its expediency.”119 
 
The painter Mannlich described Gluck’s rehearsals as “lessons in taste, singing and declamation that 
he tried to impose on the accomplished singers and instrumentalists.”120  Most audaciously, sounding 
more like Wagner than an 18th-century court composer, Gluck himself  claimed that “the presence of  
the composer at the performance of  this class of  music is as indispensible, so to speak, as the 
presence of  the sun to the works of  nature.  He is its absolute soul and life, and without him all 
must be confusion and darkness.”121 
 I believe that such discourse, playing into Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s polemic of  reform, actually 
serves to validate Guadagni’s vital importance to changing operatic style.  Gluck and Calzabigi strove 
to take authorship and ownership away from performers precisely because these performers were so 
significant to their composition.  Guadagni presented composers with new possibilities for 
expression that reached across aesthetic and stylistic boundaries, revealing the dynamic processes of  
influence among various composers working in the Viennese opera business.  Gluck’s innovations 
become increasing intertwined with and dependent on those of  his performers and fellow 
composers, while composers previously dismissed as stubbornly traditional begin to appear subtly 
revolutionary.  Instead of  a binary of  tradition and innovation, we find a flowering of  diverse 
approaches to the problem of  changing operatic style and aesthetic demands. Among these varied 
styles, Guadagni’s performances not only enacted a changing aesthetic of  classical artistic expression, 
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but presented a solution to the seeming paradoxes of  this aesthetic.  In Guadagni’s voice and body, 
the twin mid-century operatic ideals of  overwhelming emotion and noble simplicity find their 
accord.  This is what made Guadagni worth his salary: his ability to enact what the musical score 
could not do alone, thereby becoming the author of  the opera’s expression.122 
 
Contents of  Appendix: 
1. “Saperti basti o cara” Il trionfo di Clelia (Metastasio/Hasse, 1762) 123 
2. “Dei di Roma” Il trionfo di Clelia 
3.  “Questa è la bella face” Romolo ed Ersilia (Metastasio/Hasse, 1765) 
4. “Ah per pieta placatevi” Ifigenia in Tauride (Coltellini/Traetta, 1763) 124 
5. “Per quei vezzosi rai” Alcide negli orti esperidi (Coltellini/de Majo, 1764) 125 
6. “Superbo di me stesso” L’olimpiade (Metastasio/Gassmann, 1764) 126 
7. “Fidati, in van si cela” Alcide negli orti esperidi 
8. “De’ folgori di Giove” Il trionfo di Clelia 
9. “Qual destra omicida” Ifigenia in Tauride 
10. “Se cerca se dice” L’olimpiade 
11. “Mi straziano il core” Alcide negli orti esperidi 
12. “Resta o cara” Il trionfo di Clelia 
13. “O dio dov’è la morte?” Ifigenia in Tauride 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
The Reform and the Representation of  Sovereignty: The 1765 Wedding of  Joseph II 
 
Who would believe that the thrills of  spectacles, the brilliance and approbation of  the 
theater..., the meals, the hunts, the ballets and the carrousels would disguise so much anxiety, 
so many cares, such diverse concerns, such fears and hopes, such ardent passions and such 
serious business? –Jean de La Bruyère, Les Caractères (1688)1 
 
As discussed in Chapter 1, the Habsburg dynasty adopted Italian opera soon after its invention and 
integrated it into their battery of  dynastic representations, linking opera with name-days, birthdays, 
weddings, coronations, and other significant events.2  While Italian serious opera purports to be an 
exploration of  universal human emotion, the emotions are articulated through society's power-
holders, the only true “sovereigns” capable of  making autonomous moral decisions in a strictly 
ordered and stratified society.3 Reinhard Strohm summarizes opera’s political nature thus: 
There had always been a solid alliance between opera and political absolutism. The hierarchic 
structures and the celebratory, ritualistic character of  the dramma per musica as well as its 
apparent freedom and spontaneity of  personal expression had come to symbolize 
aristocratic norms of  morality and rulership. In the eighteenth century the dramma per musica 
aimed at social modeling rather than the self-glorification of  power as it had in the preceding 
century, but in representing rulers who conformed to general human norms, it helped to 
legitimize their actual power. Even the eighteenth-century reform of  opera, welcome to the 
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courts, did not break this ideological alliance.4 
 
 However, as Martha Feldman has demonstrated, the portraits of  power created by opera 
were by no means unified in either composition or reception.5  The same libretto or score could 
have very different political implications when played in various courts and public opera houses.  
Further, changing operatic practices were often linked with changing political climates, with opera 
affecting political representation and vice versa.6 Strohm asserts that a reform of  opera did not 
break the ideological alliance between opera and absolutism, and indeed, the mid-eighteenth century 
reform was just as courtly an activity as traditional opera. However, it would be likely that a change 
in the ways serious Italian opera was conceptualized and structured would indicate a similar change 
in the way sovereignty was represented.    
Although scholars have pointed out the importance of  political context of  the Viennese 
reform, linking reform primarily with the Habsburg’s new French alliance, attempts to discern the 
political significance of  reform opera have not created any kind of  consensus. On one side are 
scholars who interpret the Gluckian reform as a contribution to bourgeois ascendancy and 
Enlightenment values of  social equality, who see a parallel between the reform of  musical style and 
the imminent waves of  political revolution.7 On the other side are those who believe the reform 
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continued to buttress absolute sovereignty and traditional social stratification.8 For example, Kurt 
Klinger cited the continual reliance on dei ex machina in Calzabigi’s texts as a continued testament to 
absolute authority, while Michael Robinson interpreted the same texts as presenting mortal defiance 
of  the gods and therefore of  absolute power. Siegmund-Schulze claimed that Gluck’s aesthetic of  
naturalism and simplicity encapsulated Enlightenment ideals, while Taruskin asserted that the reform 
echoed the elitist rationalism of  French courtly opera. This lack of  agreement results from the 
difficulty of  interpreting political meaning in music, a medium of  political propaganda both 
extremely powerful and extremely vague. Simon Goldhill presents a more nuanced description in 
dealing with Gluck’s reception from his own day through the early twentieth century. Goldhill 
argues, “Glucks operas, it seems, should be seen as turning points in a revolutionary narrative,” but 
then backtracks: “The reception of  Gluck and Gluck’s reception of  the ancient world is very much a 
process, not a point or a moment.”9 As with any theatrical or spectacular representation, operatic 
reception is variable, and the intentions of  opera’s multiple authors are often equally problematic.  
The meaning of  an operatic presentation is multilayered and can be paradoxical. Yet, as Georgia 
Cowart argues in the case of  absolutist France, it would be a mistake thus to ignore their highly 
politicized contexts and assume these works were somehow apolitical.10 
 Part of  the problem with earlier political assessments of  reform is their avoidance of  the 
elements of  music, spectacle, and dramaturgy in favor of  legible elements of  text and genre. Yet the 
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8 Kurt Klinger, “Gluck und der aufgeklärte Absolutismus in Österreich,” in Christoph Willibald Gluck und die 
Opernreform, ed. Klaus Hortschansky (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1989), 365-66; Reinhard 
Strohm, Dramma per musica, 6; and Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of  Western Music, Vol. 2. The Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Centuries (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 452-59. 
 
9 Goldhill, “Who Killed Gluck?” in Ancient Drama in Music for the Modern Stage, ed. Peter Brown and Suzana 
Ograjensek (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 211. 
 




   
musical, scenographic and dramaturgical elements of  opera are arguably much more powerful 
methods of  political control and representation because of  their visceral and emotional resonance.  
Theories of  absolutist representation from a wide variety of  cultural historians, such as Foucault, 
Habermas, Burke, and Elias, suggest a strong link between the stylized dramaturgical and musical 
modes of  serious Italian opera and the philosophical underpinnings of  absolute sovereignty, a link 
that was disrupted, consciously or not, by operatic reformers.11 Some of  these include the 
representation of  time, hierarchical versus progressive presentation of  action, and the balance 
between freedom and control in composition, performance, and reception.  Thus, the paradigmatic 
shifts in musical and dramaturgical language between traditional and reformed opera suggest that 
there might be a powerful underlying political commentary.   
  In this chapter, I will explore the implications of  reform for operatic political representation, 
first by parsing the systems of  representation at work in traditional serious opera, and then by 
examining a specific dynastic event involving multiple types of  operatic expression: the 1765 
                                                 
11 I draw on the following historical-theoretical works in constructing absolutist operatic symbology: Jeroen 
Duindam, Vienna and Versailles: The Courts of  Europe’s Dynastic Rivals, 1550-1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003); Sara Melzer and Kathryn Norberg, From the Royal to the Republican Body: Incorporating the 
Political in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century France (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1998); Peter Burke, 
The Fabrication of  Louis XIV (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); Rémy G. Saisselin, Enlightenment 
Against the Baroque: Economics and Aesthetics in the 18th Century (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1992); 
Jürgen Habermas, Structural Transformation of  the Public Sphere (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989); José Antonio 
Maravall, Culture of  the Baroque: Analysis of  a Historical Structure, trans. Terry Cochran (Minneapolis: University 
of  Minnesota Press, 1986); Jean-Marie Apostolides, Le roi-machine: Spectacle et politique au temps de Louis XIV 
(Paris: Minuit, 1981); Rudolf  zur Lippe, Geometrisierung des Menschen and Repräsentation des Privaten im französichsen 
Absolutismus (Frankfurt am Main: Syndikat Reprise, 1979); Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of  
the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridon (New York: Random House, 1977) and The Order of  Things: An Archaeology of  
the Human Sciences (New York: Random House, 1970); and Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process, trans. Edmund 
Jephcott (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1969). Important works discussing the relation of  music to absolutist 
political structures include Anselm Gerhard, “Rollenhierarchie und dramaturgische Hierarchen in der 
italienischen Oper,” in Opernheld und Opernheldin im 18. Jahrhundert: Aspekte der Librettoforschung, ed. Klaus 
Hortschansky (Munich: K. D. Wagner, 1991), 35-47; Lorenzo Bianconi, Music in the Seventeenth Century, trans. 
David Bryant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); and Robert Isherwood, Music in the Service of  the 
King: France in the Seventeenth Century (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1973); along with Cowart, Triumph of  
Pleasure, and Feldman, Opera and Sovereignty. The great majority of  this literature, in terms of  both absolutism 
and music, deals with the court of  Louis XIV; an important contention of  Duindam’s book is that the courts 
of  Vienna and Versailles were very different and not all of  the same theories can apply, particularly in the case 




   
wedding of  the newly crowned Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II and Maria Josepha of  Bavaria.  
Following tradition, the Habsburgs commissioned serious Italian opera for the wedding festivities, 
but unlike earlier weddings including the 1760 wedding discussed in Chapter 2, these traditional 
productions were surrounded by a multitude of  other types of  artistic expression, including French 
theater, ballet-pantomime, and opera buffa.  This event also comprised a direct juxtaposition of  
reformed and traditional compositional styles, with Gluck's Telemaco and Semiramis forming a foil to 
his own highly traditional Il Parnaso confuso and Gassmann's Il trionfo d'Amore. This juxtaposition of  
reform and tradition created an ambiguous image of  monarchical power that Michael Yonan argues 
was typical of  the mid-eighteenth century, when, “in a time of  such fundamental change, every king 
and queen needed to redefine his or her monarchical status repeatedly and anew.”12  I argue that the 
reform of  opera articulated a change in the relationship between opera and sovereignty in Vienna—
a new disjuncture between art and representation—that subtly shifted the nature of  monarchical 
subjectivity. 
 
The Performance and Production of  the Political in Opera 
The difficulty of  discerning political meaning in the operas of  the mid-eighteenth century is 
compounded by the terseness of  the reception literature.  State newspapers like the Wienerisches 
Diarium and Gazette de Vienne provide only the generic approbation expected for state-funded 
theatrical events;13 diarists like Khevenhüller and Zinzendorf  tend to remark only on the performers 
                                                 
12 Michael Yonan, “Introduction,” Empress Maria Theresa and the Politics of  Imperial Art (Philadelphia: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011). 
 
13 Viennese periodicals only began to engage in serious music criticism in the mid-1760s. Bruce Alan Brown, 
“Maria Theresia’s Vienna,” in The Classical Era: From the 1740s to the End of  the 18th Century, ed. Neal Zaslaw 
(London: MacMillan, 1989), 122. The Wienerisches Diarium is useful in its physical description of  operatic 
events and will provide particularly detailed information in productions with significant importance to the 
court, but does not engage critically with the material, nor provide detailed description of  audience response. 
More useful are sources such as court protocols and correspondence, which at least provide a behind-the-
scenes view of  the machinations and motivations behind operatic production. 
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or whether the work was well-liked, if  they make any qualitative comment at all.  With such response 
it is easy to assume that operas were not only not read for any kind of  political or aesthetic meaning, 
but they were largely ignored as just another task in an exhausting schedule of  courtly activity.   
 However, this lack of  active interpretation could be precisely why opera functioned so 
effectively as political commentary: the audience members were not interpreting opera, but rather 
experiencing it, in a largely non-semantic, emotional way, whether the opera be a light-hearted, dazzling 
galant romp or a viscerally moving tragedy.14  As Michael Yonan writes in reference to Maria 
Theresia's self-mythologizing in the visual arts:  
It needn’t be read or interpreted by anyone in order to contain a kernel of  cultural meaning, 
but its existence alone reveals an attempt to alter or recategorize impressions of  power. In 
other words, I see the work of  art as an intervention into social semantics and, therefore, as 
a moment when meanings about monarchy can be manipulated.15 
A Habsburg wedding, for example, was a political event, but in the case of  both the 1760 and 1765 
weddings, the ostensible themes of  the operas were not political. By shifting the focus away from 
the sovereigns and toward messages of  morality or love, political messages could theoretically 
become even more subtly potent.   
A dynastic wedding consisted of  weeks of  festivity, ceremony, and theater, assembled by 
thousands of  actors and creators with separate agendas.  Focusing specifically on the theatrical 
offerings, there are three basic options for understanding such a conglomeration of  representations: 
1) they reflect an underlying unified political message that indicates a stable, unified view of  
sovereignty; 2) they present contradictory or heterogeneous political messages that indicate 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
14 See the Introduction and Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of  galant aesthetics and the galant style in 
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conflicting or changing views of  sovereignty; 3) they proffer no political message whatsoever, 
indicating a dislocation between theatrical and dynastic representation.  Echoing Goldhill, I will not 
claim that there is a single correct interpretation, even during the same historical period; I will 
attempt to show that the second and third options best reflect the historical reality of  mid-
eighteenth century Habsburg rule. 
Opera had acted as the baroque political propaganda par excellence precisely because of  its 
sensual, emotional, spectacular nature; the libretto was only one part of  a powerful communicative 
tool that enveloped modes of  festivity, ritual, and art.16  The very heterogeneity of  discourses at 
work in opera is fundamental to its communicative power, yet also makes it difficult for the power 
holder to control the multiple agents who come together to create it, as well as the diversity of  
reception.17 Thus opera is also an ideal agent of  subversive social commentary; discourses of  
political support and dissent can be supported on different levels of  the same operatic work. 
 Despite these possibilities for conflict and paradox, many commentators have described the 
close connection between baroque aesthetics and the baroque politics of  absolutism. Despite the 
diversity of  scholarly approaches to absolutism, and despite the significant differences between the 
absolutist structures of  different monarchies throughout Europe, a consensus emerges from the 
scholarly corpus on absolutism that suggests an overarching, unified aesthetic of  sovereign artistic 
representation in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe. Encoded in the opulence and artifice 
of  baroque art were power, superiority, distinction, and privilege.  As discussed in Chapter 2, this 
expressed itself  first in pure monetary form—baroque art was and should be expensive, a luxury 
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17 Cowart, Triumph of  Pleasure, xvii. This is the major premise of  Cowart's book: that opera was a powerful 
means of  subversive political commentary because of  multiplicity of  agents and discourses working to create 
it.  This was also the premise of  Burke's The Fabrication of  Louis XIV, which argued that a network of  artists 




   
item itself, and as such was the prerogative of  the power-holders.18  Excessive expenditure, with 
neither profit nor pragmatic use to the buyer, was named “the accursed share” (la part maudite) by 
Georges Bataille in his theory of  general economics.19 According to Bataille, this non-pragmatic 
spending was the hallmark and creator of  social privilege, one method used in the Baroque period to 
articulate political power. Thus, luxury was a node around which aesthetic value, social difference 
and political power were articulated.   
This notion of  excess as an indicator of  power extends beyond the economic realm into 
elements of  art that do not inherently cost anything. In Habermas' formulation, this constitutes the 
core of  the “representational” culture that dominated Europe from the early modern early to the 
18th century, in which a higher group overwhelms lower groups through various forms of  
overpowering self-representation—a kind of  excessive aesthetic expenditure.20 The virtuosity and 
ornament typical of  baroque opera (both visual and musical) are an excess that reach beyond 
semantic, pragmatic meaning, an unnecessary but pleasurable extravagance indicative of  privilege 
(and also literally expensive, in terms of  the opera singers and elaborate sets and costumes necessary 
to perform them).  To remove this excess was to curtail a symbol of  power and difference that was 
viscerally felt in the audience.  The awe inspired by virtuosic bravura singing, or any time the voice 
exceeds the communication of  semantic value, is a kind of  power held by the singer over the 
listener. Yet as Feldman points out, this power is ultimately re-ascribed to whomever controls or 
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19 Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volume 1: Consumption (orig. 1949), trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 
Zone Books, 1991), 25–6. This idea is also reflected in Marcel Mauss’s The Gift (1924), trans. Ian Cunnison 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2000), an important inspiration for Bataille’s work, which claims 
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makes a gift of  the artist to the public—in the absolutist period, a political power-holder.21  This 
effect is the same for Metastasio's astonishing poetry, for Servandoni's spectacular stage machines, 
and for Galli-Bibiena's eye-deceiving scenery: in terms of  the relationship between the performer 
and the audience member, traditional opera was an art of  difference, not of  identification, mirroring 
the dynamic of  social difference that forms the core of  absolute sovereignty.  
 Yet Italian serious opera is an art-form full of  paradoxes: in tension with the role of  excess 
in baroque opera stands its opposing tendency toward stylized rules, classification, and 
compartmentalization as limiting factors. The Arcadian penchant for dramatic rules stems from an 
interest in the theater of  classical antiquity, particularly the system of  Aristotle. It was a reaction 
against the irrational and crowd-pleasing excesses of  the forms emanating from the seventeenth-
century public opera houses, reclaiming this public genre back into the service of  political power 
and sovereign representation.22  Primarily because of  Arcadian libretti but also emerging from the 
tendencies of  composers and singers, operas were carefully prescribed in terms of  their scenic 
structure, character types, aria categories, poetic and musical forms, story sources, and dramatic 
themes.  The basic “number” structure of  Italian serious opera—the highly articulated alternation 
of  recitative and da capo aria—bespeaks a compartmentalization and regulation of  behaviors and 
expressive modes. Employed in the service of  royal courts, this strictness takes on added 
significance, imitating the strict control and artifice typical of  court behavior and speech.  As 
theorized by Elias, the bodily repertoire of  courtly behavior was a marker of  noble distinction that 
generated political power. 23 The strict control of  behavior and expression revealed the virtù intrinsic 
                                                 
21 Feldman, Opera and Sovereignty, 30. 
 
22 For a brief  overview of  the development of  Arcadian opera, see Nathan Burt, “Opera in Arcadia,” The 
Musical Quarterly 41/2 (1955), 145-170. 
 
23 Elias, Civilizing Process, 16.  It is important to note the criticisms of  Elias that have emerged in the time since 
his studies appeared; Duindam, among others, notes that Elias overstated the power the French king had over 
the bodily repertoires of  his court nobles, and that Elias generalized his studies of  the French court to all 
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to the noble or royal personage; the leap between courtly virtù and the strict physical control required 
of  vocal virtuosity is not hard to make.  As Francesca Giuntini points out, courtly physicality was 
paralleled not only in the strictures of  poetic, musical and dramatic structure, but also in onstage 
activity. She explains that Metastasio's dramas are notable for their 
careful indication, in the dialogue and in the stage directions, of  the actors’ movements on 
the stage.  These gestures and movements correspond to a precise code.  They manifest the 
social hierarchy of  the characters and mirror courtly society by applying the same rules of  
ceremonial and etiquette.  In this way, both the literary content of  the drama and the physical 
action on the stage together present the audience with an authoritative model of  behavior, 
intended to convince them of  the monarchy’s legitimacy as an institution... Scenes 
representing rites or ceremonies are not only one of  the most characteristic features of  
baroque opera, but also offer the clearest examples of  how the genre reflects courtly 
society.24 
 
 This combination of  excess and control makes Italian serious opera a subtle but very 
powerful transmitter of  absolutist ideology.  The auditor is encouraged to feel and indulge in 
pleasurable excesses, but within carefully controlled contexts.  The artifice of  the da capo aria 
contains the characters' emotional excesses within limits set off  from the more action-oriented 
world of  recitative.  The singer is given a venue for ornamentation and improvisation, but this is 
limited and contained in portions set apart from the regular stage-world of  recitative and action.  
Susan McClary writes, “Unruly passions may have been domesticated as they were contained within 
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da capo formats, standardized tonality, and affective codes, but the point was to display turbulence 
successfully channeled by reason.”25  McClary explains that the standardized emotional figures of  
Italian serious opera involved a mapping and representation of  emotional interiority, exerting 
rational control over the passions.  Such thinking echoes eighteenth-century political theory: as 
D'Alembert wrote, "All liberties are interrelated and are equally dangerous. Freedom in music entails 
freedom to feel, freedom to feel means freedom to act, and freedom to act means the ruin of  states. 
So let us keep French opera as it is if  we wish to preserve the kingdom and let us put a brake on 
singing if  we do not want to have liberty in speaking to follow soon afterwards."26 Although French 
opera was directly controlled by a centralized system of  court bureaucracy, serious Italian opera was 
arguably more powerful in its political representation because it provided an outlet for excessive 
emotion and freedom of  feeling while disguising the controlled nature of  its distribution.27  This 
pattern of  control and freedom is very similar to the pattern of  festivity and austerity that 
dominated the ecclesiastical and courtly calendars, which allowed for periods of  “state-controlled 
transgression” and can be seen further in courtly rituals, like sacking, masked balls and carnival, that 
allow the public to act excessively in controlled venues.28  
 One of  the most commonly noted differences between the dramaturgy of  opera seria and 
that of  later operatic styles (notably reform operas) is the stylized presentation of  time and action in 
the former, in which the drama is presented in discontinuous, highly articulated chunks whose 
                                                 
25 McClary, "Unruly Passions and Courtly Dances: Technologies of  the Body in Seventeenth-Century Music," 
in From the Royal to the Republican Body: Incorporating the Political in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century France, ed. 
Sara Melzer and Kathryn Norberg (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1998), 107. 
 
26 Quoted in McClary, “Unruly Passions and Courtly Dances,” 88. 
 
27 Richard Taruskin claims that French opera was the “courtiest” of  all court artforms, in its strict control of  
all parameters and its emphasis on rationality; however, I would argue that Italian opera was a more powerful 
political tool, in its careful rationing of  excess, freedom, and irrationality. See Taruskin, Oxford History, vol. 2, 
86, 91-97. 
 
28 Feldman, Opera and Sovereignty, 157-159, 196-203. Feldman draws on the theories of  festivity of  Bakhtin, 
Eco, and Bronislaw Baczko in her interpretation of  opera’s modes of  control and festivity. 
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progression bears little resemblance to the “natural” progression of  time and events as we 
experience them in every-day life.  This is clear in the stark differentiation between recitative and 
aria, and within the da capo aria itself, in which dramatic time is frozen in the emotional/musical 
present. The more “through-composed” nature of  reform opera, along with its simple linear plots, 
replaces traditional opera’s sense of  articulation and “present-ness” with an emphasis on 
progression and forward movement.  
The focus on presence and thwarting of  time progression in traditional opera seria was 
exactly in line with the preservation of  absolutist ideology.  Absolute power was contingent on the 
idea of  its infinite existence outside the bounds of  normal time and exigency (similar to the notion 
of  the accursed share—the exigencies of  time are the lot of  the common man).  Absolute power 
was absolute precisely because it was eternal, infinite, and not subject to normal boundaries and 
requirements.  Thus, art associated with absolutist propaganda continuously emphasized the present 
moment rather than progression that would entail growth, decay and other sorts of  “human” 
change.  Feldman writes of  the discontinuous time-world of  absolutism, “Viewers could arguably 
accept the meanings of  timeless symbols and axioms sooner if  the physical and discursive 
guarantees of  their existence were displaced.”29  As arias became longer and longer towards the 
middle of  the eighteenth century, with increasing emphasis on an expanded present moment and 
less emphasis on semantic meaning, this element of  present-ness within drama was pushed to its 
extreme. 
Of  course, this is not to say that nothing “happens” in Italian serious opera; the sheer 
quantity of  intrigue and event in a traditional opera far exceeds that of  reformed opera. The 
difference is found in the "dramatic functioning" of  reformed vs traditional opera. Although in 
terms of  their plots, both traditional and reform operas certainly have action and progression, in 
                                                 




   
terms of  the musical construction of  these plots traditional opera is much more about a series of  
static moments that do not build one to the next, unlike reform opera. Each number in traditional 
opera is isolated, without a cumulative effect.  Indeed, the gradual accumulation and then reduction 
of  characters onstage during the act places much more dramatic tension in the middle of  each act 
than the end.30 
 The blocks of  expanded present moments comprising opera seria break up time progression 
to such a degree that they perhaps should not be thought of  as a succession of  moments, but as a 
spatial arrangement of  discrete emotional states; thus opera seria does not present the naturalistic 
flow of  time but rather the hierarchical layout of  static periods.  Anselm Gerhard argues that a lack 
of  time-oriented dynamic was characteristic of  all baroque festive occasion.31  Today’s goal-oriented 
approach to entertainment and drama (as epitomized in the modern viewing of  competitive sports) 
stands in direct opposition to baroque forms such as geometrically-designed dance and 
symmetrically-composed (if  not thus performed) da capo arias.32 As Raymond Monelle writes: 
The balance of  characters, with their complicated interrelations in constantly changing 
patterns, was necessary to the delicate orologeria of  the structure, designed not to reach tragic 
catharsis but to provide an unceasing parade of  amorous and pathetic situations.33 
   
In opera seria, the static "constellation" of  characters, forms and emotions takes precedence 
over any perceived "action” and progression.34 Thus hierarchy—of  musico-dramatic structures as 
                                                 
30 Raymond Monelle, “The Rehabilitation of  Metastasio,” Music and Letters 57/3 (1976): 282. 
 
31 Gerhard, “Rollenhierarchien,” 36-38. 
 
32 Henning Eichberg, Leistung, Spannung, Geschwindigkeit, Sport und Tanz im gesellschaftlichen Wandel des 18./19. 
Jahrhunderts. Stuttgarter Beitrage zur Geschichte und Politik, Bd. 12 (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1978), 198. 
 
33 Monelle, “Rehabilitation,” 277. 
 
34 Gerhard, “Rollenhierarchien,” 40. 
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well as of  characters onstage—becomes the structural basis of  opera seria, imitating the hierarchical 
basis of  absolutist political structure, forever frozen in an infinite present. This formal construction 
resonates with Foucault’s description of  the eighteenth-century episteme of  “espace en tableau,” 
emphasizing spatial relationships and categorized order.35   
The hierarchical constellation of  opera seria construction is buttressed by its musical 
dramaturgy. According to Carl Dahlhaus, the true musical “drama” or action of  opera seria is “the 
interplay of  the contradictory emotions of  the members of  the cast as they act with and against 
each other. In other words, the configuration of  the affects—the thing represented in music—forms 
the mechanism of  the dramatic events”36 Such configuration necessitates (or alternately, is 
necessitated by) several complex subplots and a large number of  self-contained, contrasting arias 
whose order is less important than their type and distribution. Thus the dramaturgy of  serious 
Italian opera is antithetical to the straightforward, linear narrative progression and through-
composed scene-complexes of  reform opera: 
The configuration of  the characters—the relationships created by their intentions and 
hopes—is like a piece of  machinery, set in motion by an event that also explains the logic of  
its structure… Strictly speaking, there is no straightforward story that can be narrated, with 
each event the consequence of  an earlier one and precondition of  a later one; rather, there is 
a complicated dramaturgical apparatus comprising the characters’ intentions, the 
configurations in which events place the characters, the resulting intrigues, and the devices 
necessary to make this ‘beautiful confusion’ seem a coherent whole… whose purpose is to 
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present a large number of  arias.37 
 This presence- and space-oriented dramaturgy, as well as the virtuosic excess and stylized 
artifice described above, were precisely the elements targeted by the reformers. Harking back to the 
drama of  antiquity and the modern spoken drama, the reformers of  opera, theater and dance sought 
a more “realistic”, progressive depiction of  time by breaking down the almost taxonomical 
articulations of  opera seria—blurring the form and function of  aria, chorus, ensemble and recitative, 
allowing greater variety of  formal structures, and dissolving seams and borders in favor of  more 
through-composed musical and dramatic complexes. Such an interest in realism, progression, and 
the projection of  lived subjectivity reveals the development of  a new type of  viewing subject, one 
who expected to see a reflection of  the self  in the characters and experiences onstage.  The 
Enlightenment viewing experience was based on the Rousseauian ideas of  amour de soi and sympathy 
between performer and audience member, replacing the aesthetic of  difference, artifice, and 
stylization used in traditional opera seria (as discussed in Chapter 3).38   This new audience subject 
was meant to sympathize with the feelings of  characters onstage by recalling personal experience 
and empathizing with them, rather than being moved mechanically by overwhelming spectacle and 
delightful or heroic excess.  This internalization of  operatic experience entailed a move from the 
privileging of  artful, cultivated exterior behavior to the privileging of  taste and depth of  feeling, a 
trajectory that would eventually fuel the aesthetic trends of  the nineteenth century, in which, 
according to Elias, “Zivilization” would give way to “Kultur.”39 
 If, in political terms, these aesthetic shifts undermine the implicit absolutist ideologies of  
traditional opera, what political ideal could they be said to buttress, if  any? Gluck wrote for an elite 
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audience and his works assume the education and cultural repertory of  the wealthier classes; they do 
not purport to portray the conditions of  the common man, based as they are in the worlds of  
royalty and mythology.40  In terms of  the controversy among scholars mentioned above, Gluck’s 
reform cannot be said to be a democratic revolution.  However, his method of  composition does 
reveal a fundamental disjuncture between operatic representation and the traditional modalities of  
absolutism.  In some ways Gluck can be seen to represent a further step along the path that 
Metastasio forged in his own compositions.  The great majority of  Metastasian operas are studies in 
the mastery of  the self, not extinguishing but controlling passion, even celebrating it in its rightful 
place (Alcide al bivio is the prime example). This emphasis on the perfectibility of  man—sovereigns 
included—is a central pillar of  Enlightenment thought.  Gluck takes it a step further by insisting not 
on moral actions, but sympathetic feeling. His project undermines not monarchical sovereignty, but 
the ontological difference of  the absolute ruler.  The monarch is now another contingent individual: 
finite, relatable, and human.   
 Maria Theresia's reign was nothing if  not marked by contingencies, and the political 
orientation of  most of  her counselors was the highly utilitarian philosophy of  cameralism, which 
stressed development of  the state and the growth of  public good.  Although modern scholars have 
debated whether cameralism should be considered a concrete politico-economic reality or merely a 
system of  propaganda toward the development of  state sovereignty, it was certainly the basis of  
Maria Theresia's public persona.41  Despite her deep conservatism and strong conviction in 
                                                 
40 Taruskin writes: “The tragédie lyrique, the type of  French musical theater Gluck chose to emulate in Orfeo, 
was, as we know, the courtliest of  all court operas, and it might seem that Gluck’s reform was aimed in the 
opposite direction from Piccinni’s innovations. It was to be a reassertion of  the aristocratic values that the 
latter-day seria had diluted with singerly excess, the values that the opera buffa owed its very existence to 
deriding.” See Taruskin, Oxford History, 455. 
 
41 For three opposing approaches to cameralism, see Keith Tribe, Governing Economy: The Reformation of  German 
Academic Discourse 1750-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); David F. Lindenfeld, The 
Practical Imagination: The German Sciences of  State in the 19th Century (1997); and Andre Wakefield, The Disordered 
Police State: German Cameralism as Science and Practice (2009).  
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Habsburg divine sovereignty, the empress did not have the financial means to maintain the system 
of  absolutist representation—freedom from “the accursed share”—that had been used by her father 
and his predecessors.  As Feldman writes, “As they scaled back, they had to replace festivities with 
other premises and other modes of  rule—nationalism, religious piety, economic egalitarianism, 
austerity, state-supported welfare, education, and public works.”42  Her persona as a kind of  mother 
of  the empire's people, amplified by her actual prolific motherhood, accorded well with the new 
emphasis on family and mutual sympathetic feeling.  The slippage of  the notion of  sovereignty from 
absolute to finitely human corresponded with the emergence of  the ideal of  a sovereign subject 
represented by the public sphere, without undermining the power of  the sovereign per se.43     
 
Operatic Changes under Maria Theresia 
These shifts are represented in the changes in operatic production and composition during Maria 
Theresia’s reign, as discussed in the Introduction, in the new repertories of  the Burgtheater and in 
the various types of  reform reflected in the operas written for the court. In the first decade of  Maria 
Theresia’s reign, after the construction of  the new Burgtheater in 1741, the repertory remained 
primarily Italian opera, with approximately five to seven new opere serie premiered each year during 
the 1740s. The emperor's and empress's respective birthdays (December 8 and May 13) and 
namedays (October 4 and October 15) were the primary impetus for the composition of  new opera.  
The rest of  the season was filled with repertory seria pieces and opera buffa.  
With the increased financial stresses during the 1750s and the importation of  the new 
French troupe in 1752, French theater and ballet monopolized the repertory at the Burgtheater 
during this decade, with only a few isolated productions of  opera seria and opera buffa, the former 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
42 Feldman, Opera and Sovereignty, 142. 
 




   
usually connected to a dynastic event.44  With the onset of  the Seven Years’ War in 1756, no Italian 
opera seria (and very little opera buffa) was to appear in the Burgtheater until 1760. The repertory 
of  the theater was primarily French, as was the preferred language of  the court.   
Another shift occurred in the 1760s: from 1760 until 1765 (the death of  Francis Stephen and 
ascension of  Joseph II), three to five new serious operas were produced each year, although the 
repertoire of  the Burgtheater was still primarily French theater, ballet and opéra-comique (and it was 
still referred to as “the French theater” in official records).  There are several probable reasons for 
this.  First, a plethora of  important dynastic events took place in the first half  of  the 1760s, 
including Joseph's two weddings, Leopold's wedding, Joseph's coronation and the birth of  his 
child.45  Second, the success of  the gambling program at the Burgtheater allowed the theatrical 
budget to increase while reducing the court’s regular contribution, enabling the court to spend more 
on special performances for dynastic occasions.  
After 1765, the nature of  the theater repertory slowly began to come into line with the new 
Emperor Joseph’s philosophical ideals, as Maria Theresia increasingly withdrew from public life.46  
French theater remained strong through the rest of  the decade, but by the early 1770s it was 
completely replaced by Italian opera buffa at the Burgtheater.47  The number of  Italian serious 
operas dwindled, with three productions in 1767 linked to dynastic occasion (including Gluck's 
Alceste), Traetta's Fetone in 1768, Gluck's Paride ed Elena in November 1770, and Salieri's Armida in 
                                                 
44 These were L'innocenza giustificata, by Metastasio, Durazzo and Gluck, and Il re pastore,by Metastasio and 
Gluck, both for Francis Stephen's birthdays in 1755 and 1756; Metastasio’s and Bonno's L'isola disabitata in 
1754 (originally written for Madrid); the oratorio Gioas, re di Giuda by Metastasio and Wagenseil in March of  
1755; and L'Amor prigioniero by Reutter on an unknown date in 1756. 
 
45 The coronation occurred in Frankfurt, where the musicians of  the court were brought to fete the event. 
 
46 Yonan, Empress Maria Theresa, 149. 
 
47 Gustav Zechmeister, Die Wiener Theater nächst der Burg und nächst dem Kärtnerthor von 1747-1776. 




   
June 1771—all works reflecting reform ideology. 
 From these repertory trends several conclusions regarding the relationship between opera 
and political representation can be drawn.  First, whereas Italian opera in the Burgtheater at the 
beginning of  Maria Theresia's reign was performed both for dynastic occasions and for general 
court entertainment purposes (although certainly still used to glorify the dynasty), by the 1750s and 
60s the genre was rare and reserved almost exclusively for specific events with dynastic or political 
import, with the bulk of  the repertory being French theater and, increasingly, Italian opera buffa.  
This does not imply that serious Italian opera was becoming less politically relevant; rather, it seems 
that by this point in Maria Theresia's reign it was marked as a genre particularly related to state or 
dynasty. The reemergence of  Italian serious opera in the 1760s is correlated with a large number of  
dynastic events that would have required a special attention to Habsburg representation, while also 
coinciding with the beginnings of  Gluck's and Calzabigi's reform project.   
 Because of  the political markedness of  opera at this point, a reform of  the genre could not 
escape political implication, whether or not that was intended consciously by the reformers and 
whether or not that consciously resonated with audiences or monarchs.  Yet the question of  political 
meaning is complicated by the fact that, in Vienna, operas of  vastly different aesthetics were 
presented in close juxtaposition.48  In the case of  the 1765 wedding, we see a cornucopia of  genres 
and aesthetic agendas seemingly at odds with one another and presented to different types of  
audiences. I believe that this heterogeneity signals instability in the conception of  Habsburg 
sovereignty at this point in history, where the contingently human monarch is at odds with the 
infinitely absolute sovereign.  
The 1765 Wedding: Events and Timeline 
                                                 
48 As Anselm Gerhard points out, this question of  political relevance extends beyond 1760s Vienna. For the 
rest of  the century throughout Europe, aesthetically conservative and progressive opera seria continued to be 
composed side-by-side.  Gerhard points specifically to the juxtaposition of  Gluck's operas and Piccini's 




   
Joseph's first wedding to Isabella of  Parma was a dynastic coup—a hard-won connection with the 
Bourbon dynasty that would greatly increase the power and prestige of  the Habsburgs.  After the 
death of  Isabella, Joseph's second wedding to Maria Josepha of  Bavaria was a relative 
disappointment, especially for the recently crowned King of  the Romans.  This was true not only 
politically, but personally.49  Nonetheless, the dynastic significance of  the event, symbolizing hope of  
the continuation of  the Habsburg line, could not be reduced. The young pair was fêted with the 
usual month-long battery of  galas, dinners, ceremonies, processions, and performances.50  As Maria 
Josepha slowly journeyed from her home in Bavaria toward Vienna, she was symbolically 
transformed into a member of  the Habsburg dynasty and a worthy bride for her imperial husband, 
invested with the hereditary sovereignty of  this family who traced their roots back to the founders 
of  Rome.   
 The highpoint of  the wedding festivities came at the end of  January when Maria Josepha 
finally arrived in Vienna and the wedding ceremony was performed.  The court theaters and 
Hofkapelle provided a kaleidoscope of  musical and theatrical offerings. Not only professionals were 
engaged: an important feature of  Maria Theresia's entertainment was the incorporation of  
performances by members of  the court and even the archducal children, presented for intimate 
audiences of  noble wedding guests within the imperial homes.  These contrasted with the large-scale 
works performed at the Burgtheater, which were eventually given for the general public.  Thus the 
wedding constitutes both an ostensibly private familial affair and a public celebration of  a state 
                                                 
49 In his diary entry of  11 November 1764, Khevenhüller describes the heavy heart with which Joseph was 
forced to choose this bride, who was (unthinkably) two years older than he.  See Elisabeth Grossegger, 
Theater, Feste und Feiern zur Zeit Maria Theresias:Nach den Tagebucheintragungen des Fürsten Johann Joseph Khevenhüller-
Metsch, Obersthofmeister der Kaiserin (Vienna: Verlag der O sterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1987), 
222-3. The marriage was probably never consummated, as Joseph never slept in her bedroom.  Maria Josepha 
died of  smallpox (just as had Joseph's first wife Isabella) two years after the wedding; Joseph did not attend 
her funeral. Biographical detail on Maria Josepha can be found in Helga Thoma, Ungeliebte Koenigin: 
Ehetragoedien an Europas Fürsthofen (Piper, 2002).   
 
50 For a detailed description of  the wedding planning and proceedings, see Somer-Mathis, Tu felix Austria nube: 
Hochzeitfeste der Habsburger im 18. Jahrhundert (Vienna: Musikwissenschaftlicher Verlag, 1994), 104-118. 
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event. 
 The wedding festivities compelled the court's composers, librettists and musicians to work in 
close proximity, with large-scale productions juxtaposed in a way that was unusual for the regular 
season of  the court theater.  The small community of  musicians must have felt a great deal of  
pressure as they fought budget restrictions and competed for musical resources while seeking the 
favor of  both the court and the international visitors in the audience.  Adding to this high level of  
pressure was the fact that the wedding was thrown together in only two months (a point that 
provides the plot for one of  the wedding productions).51  The result of  their efforts was a 
concentrated diversity of  musical and theatrical expression typical of  dynastic weddings during 
Maria Theresia’s reign. Table 1 provides a list of  Habsburg wedding entertainments (limited to opera 
and other types of  “musical theater) from 1708 to 1769. 
 
Table 1: Habsburg Wedding Theatrical Entertainments from 1708 to 1769. 
 
Reign of  Joseph I 
 
1708 Charles VI and Elisabeth Christine von Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel (in Vienna/Barcelona) 
  Il natale di Giunone festeggiato in Samo (Silvio Stampiglia/Giovanni Bononcini) 
   pastoral 
  L’allegrezza dell’Eno (Giovanni Domenico Pallavicini/Johann Jakob Greber) 
   serenata  
  L’Engelberta (presumably Zeno or Pariati and Andrea Fiorè) opera seria 
  Il più bel nome (Pariati/Caldara) opera seria52 
  L’Imeneo (unknown/unknown) opera seria 
 
Reign of  Charles I 
1719 Archduchess Maria Josepha and Kurprinz Friedrich August II of  Saxony (in Dresden) 
  Teofane (Lucchini/Lotti) dramma per musica with ballet intermezzi53 
  La gara degli Dei (unknown/Johann David Heinichen) serenata 
  Les quatre saisons (Jean Poisson/Johan Christoph Schmidt) French operette 
 
                                                 
51 Joseph met his bride at the end of  October 1764; by mid-November the wedding was confirmed; on 
November 29th the first planning meeting was held. 
52 Notably, this was the first Italian opera to be performed in Barcelona. 
 




   
1722 Archduchess Maria Amalia and Kurprinz Karl Albrecht of  Bavaria (in Munich) 
  Le nozze di Aurora (Pariati/Fux) festa teatrale 
  Adelaide (Antonio Salvi/Pietro Torri) dramma per musica 
  I verri amici (presumably Salvi/Tomaso Albinoni), with intermezzi 
  La publica felicità (Pariati/ Torri) cantata 
  Il trionfo d’Amore (Pariati/Albinoni) festa teatrale 
 
1736 Archduchess Maria Theresia and Duke Francis Stephen of  Lorraine (in Vienna) 
  Achille in Sciro (Metastasio/Caldara) dramma per musica 
 
Reign of  Maria Theresia 
 
1744 Archduchess Maria Anna and Prince Charles Alexander of  Lorraine (in Vienna) 
  Ipermestra (Metastasio/Hasse) dramma per musica with ballets by Ignaz Holzbauer 
  Licenza (Metastasio/Predieri) 
  Arlequin poli par l’amour and Themire, French comedies, performed by court 
 
1760 Archduke Joseph and Princess Isabella of  Parma (in Parma/Vienna) 
  Le feste d’Imeneo (Carlo Innocenzo Frugoni/Tommaso Traetta) festa teatrale 
   (in Parma) 
  Alcide al bivio (Metastasio/Hasse) festa teatrale with ballets by Angiolini 
  Tetide (Migliavacca and Gluck) serenata 
  Le fausses confidences (Pierre Marivaux) comédie 
  L’Écossaise (Voltaire) comédie 
  Mars et l’Amour aux forgers de Lemnos ballet 
 
1765 HRE Joseph II and Princess Maria Josepha of  Bavaria54   
  Il Parnaso confuso (Metastasio/Gluck) azione teatrale 
  Il trionfo d'Amore ballet 
  Il trionfo d'Amore (Metastasio/Gassmann) festa teatrale 
  La fille d'Aristide (Madame de Graffigny) and La jeune Indienne  (Chamfort)   
   Comédie, repertory pieces 
  Telemaco (Coltellini/Gluck) dramma per musica 
  Bajazet (Racine) T and Semiramis (Gluck/Angiolini) ballet-pantomime 
  Gli stravaganti (G. Scarlatti) opera buffa 
 
1765 Archduke Leopold and Princess Maria Ludovica of  Spain 
  Romolo ed Ersilia (Metastasio/Hasse) dramma per musica with ballets by Hilverding 
  La corona (Metastasio/Gluck) azione teatrale 
  Enea in Italia (Gassmann/Hilverding) ballet 
  Schäferspiel vorgestellt in der I. aufgesuchten; II. Gefundenen; III. Heimgeführten Braut Isaaks  
   Rebeka (unknown) Singspiel  
                                                 
54 The wedding schedule of  events is drawn largely from Sommer-Mathis, Tu felix Austria nube, with additional 
information from Khevenhüller, Zechmeister, and Österreichishes Staatsarchiv, Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, 
Ältere Zeremonialakten, Karton 65-66. For the purposes of  this dissertation, I am exploring only those 
pieces that were commissioned and performed at the Habsburg court in Vienna, leaving out the works staged 




   
  Il tutore (Goldoni) opera buffa 
  Iphigénie (Angiolini) ballet 
 
1767/1768  Archduchess Maria Carolina and King Ferdinand IV of  Naples-Sicily 
  Partenope (Metastasio/Hasse) festa teatrale 
  Der bäurische Marchese (German version of  Il marchese villano, Chiari/Galuppi) 
   opera buffa 
  L’apothéose d’Hercule (Noverre) ballet-pantomime 
  Armida et Rinaldo (Noverre) ballet-pantomime 
  Amore e Psiche (Coltellini and Gassmann) opera seria 
 
Habsburg weddings were characterized by a plethora of  entertainment—not included in this table 
are the numerous hunts, parades, sleighrides, fireworks, illuminations, balls, feasts, licenze, Tafelmusik, 
and other entertainments that do not strictly fit the categories of  opera and theater.  For example, in 
the 1719 wedding of  Archduchess Maria Josepha and Kurprinz Friedrich August II of  Saxony in 
Dresden, the entertainments as a whole were conceived as a “Planetenfest,” with each day’s 
entertainments representing a planet: a tournament for Mars, a hunt for Diana, a festive market for 
Mercury, etc. The diversity of  the entertainments served both to entertain the wide variety of  guests 
present and to represent the totality and universality of  Habsburg glory. Serious opera in the earlier 
part of  the century was often accompanied by the customary comic intermezzi and ballets. Already 
in 1719 there was an example of  French theater, but this became much more prominent during 
Maria Theresia’s reign, when French theater was the default court entertainment.  
 The first of  the theatrical pieces in Joseph’s 1765 wedding, Il Parnaso confuso, was among the 
most traditional, which is perhaps not surprising considering the time-frame.  Metastasio was given 
only two months to write the libretto; Gluck was then left only two weeks to compose the score.  
Metastasio did not disguise his frustration with this limited time-frame, but rather presented it boldly 
in the plot of  the opera, in which the Muses must rush to put together an appropriate entertainment 
for the marriage of  the king of  the Romans, and are ultimately unable to do so.  The light-hearted 
plot served as a canvas to present the vocal talents of  four of  Maria Theresia's daughters: Elisabeth, 
Amalia, Josepha, and Charlotte, while the archduke Leopold directed at the cembalo.  This azione 
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teatrale was followed by a ballet performed by the four youngest members of  the imperial family: 
Antonia (later known as Marie Antoinette), Karoline, Ferdinand, and Maximillian.  Despite the 
intimate nature of  this performance of  opera and ballet, which was (necessarily) highly acclaimed by 
court commentators and periodicals, its light-hearted mythological/allegorical plot and extravagant 
musical style closely imitate what one would traditionally expect of  a Habsburg wedding opera. 
 The operetta (as the court records refer to it), held in the evening in the Salon des batailles at 
Schönbrunn, was preceded by the Einsegnungs-Messe, the actual wedding ceremony where Joseph 
and Maria Josepha were joined.  As head chamberlain Prince Johann Joseph Khevenhüller-Metsch 
points out, because of  the small size of  the performance space, the audience was limited to an 
extremely exclusive group who had received private invitations.55  Khevenhüller describes the 
procedure of  the invitations in detail, since wedding activities were usually open to any persons of  a 
certain rank.  The performance of  the operetta, highly praised by Khevenhüller “sans flatterie,” was 
followed by a gala dinner in the Schönbrunn Gallerie. 
 The archducal ballet acted as a foreshadowing of  the larger wedding production, 
Gassmann's and Metastasio's festa teatrale Il trionfo d'Amore, performed in the Schönbrunn theater. 
With its integrated choruses, mythological plot, and spectacular elements, Il Trionfo d'Amore fits 
squarely in the tradition of  wedding feste like Alcide al bivio, but without the latter’s didactic core.  The 
plot of  the opera, a reworking of  Metastasio's earlier L'asilio d'Amore, is light-hearted and focused on 
the galant themes of  love and beauty.  The opera allegorizes the triumph of  love's pleasures over its 
pains.  The galant nature of  the plot is mirrored in the florid musical style, where singer-
showmanship is the primary goal. Equally galant is the ostensibly non-political nature of  this opera, 
which glorifies the new Habsburg conjugal pair not as sovereign rulers, but (ironically, considering 
how Joseph felt about his new bride) as a paragon of  romantic love.  Thus it is fitting that the opera 
                                                 




   
took place on a day scheduled with only a short mass in the morning and no other dynastic pomp or 
ceremony.  On the 26th there was no musical entertainment, but a performance of  French comédie, La 
fille d'Aristide by Madame de Graffigny and La jeune Indienne  by Chamfort, by members of  the court. 
According to Khevenhüller, this performance catalyzed a fad for private performances in the homes 
of  the nobility.56  On the 27th Il Parnaso confuso was repeated for another group of  guests at 
Schönbrunn.   
On the 28th the French comédies were repeated, and then the court headed to the city for the 
more public portion of  the wedding celebration. On the 29th a Freibal was held in the Redouten-
Saal, to which not only “qualified people” (according to Khevenhüller), but also merchants and 
artists, were invited, a fact that may have led to considerable disorder. Khevenhüller described that 
the event “looked in fact so filthy, that it totally didn’t harmonize with a grand wedding party.”57 The 
following morning, twenty-five pairs of  Viennese suburbanites were united at Stephansdom, with 
the court covering the dowry and other fees; all couples were allowed to kiss the hands of  the 
Herrschaft.  After a public masked ball was a public dinner for the Herrschaft that became so crowded 
with visiting “Volk” that the doors had to be locked.  In the middle of  this day of  very public 
celebration Gluck’s Telemaco was performed at the Burgtheater, attended by the court in mezzo publico.  
A thematic, aesthetic, and generic foil to Il trionfo d’Amore, Telemaco, a dramma per musica, pits 
emasculating love against patriotic and filial duty.  Except in isolated cases for purposes of  
characterization, the opera eschews vocal display. Instead, the opera is populated with the choral 
numbers, ensembles, plaintive parlante arias, furies scenes, and ballets characteristic of  reform opera.  
The following night, after a performance of  Racine's bloody tragédie Bajazet by the professional 
French company, the wedding guests were treated to their most radical artistic experience of  the 
                                                 
56 29 January 1765. Grossegger, Theater, Feste und Feiern, 231. 
 
57 15 February, 1765: “sahe auch in der Tat so schmutzig aus, dass et mit einem Fête de grande noce gar nicht 




   
wedding:  Angiolini's and Gluck’s ballet-pantomime Semiramis, a revolution in dance and theater.  As 
might be expected, the twenty-five-minute ballet shocked and displeased wedding guests, who 
considered it far too tragic for a wedding.   
After this last official night of  wedding celebration, several of  the pieces were repeated in 
more public venues. On February 1, the festa teatrale Il trionfo d'Amore was given a public 
performance in the Burgtheater, although not for free, as had been the usual custom for weddings.  
On February 9 the archdukes and archduchess repeated Il Parnaso confuso and the accompanying 
ballet in an ad hoc theater to be viewed by elderly members of  the aristocracy who could not travel 
to Schönbrunn in the cold.  The French comedy performed by members of  the nobility was 
repeated on February 10 at a private noble home. The last recorded wedding production was an 
opera buffa performed for the court, Gli Stravaganti, by Giuseppe Scarlatti. This appropriately 
carnivalesque and satirical end to what must have seemed an endless month of  pomp and protocol 
(certainly for the groom, who despised such things) is a mockery of  ostentation and courtly artifice 
that seems to undo all of  the symbolism of  the productions that preceded it.58 A similarly playful 
masked Kinderball at the Hofburg concluded the festivities.  
The wedding events were financed through a combination of  private court funds (the 
individual accounts of  the members of  the Herrschaft) and Hofkammer contribution to the theater, a 
division that indicates a possible separation in compositional motivation and modes of  the dynastic 
representation.59 This is further complicated by the fact that the Hofmusikkapelle was paid 
                                                 
58 For more information on Giuseppe Scarlatti and a few notes on this opera buffa, see Eva Badura-Skoda, 
“Giuseppe Scarlatti und seine Buffa-Opern,” in Musik am Hof  Maria Theresias: In Memoriam Vera Schwarz, ed. 
Roswitha Vera Karpf  (Munich: Emil Katzbichler, 1984), 57-75; and Malcolm Boyd and Gordana Lazarevich, 
"Scarlatti," The New Grove Dictionary of  Opera, ed. Stanley Sadie, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 9 Aug. 
2012 <http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/O904592pg3>. 
 
59 The difficulty of  tracking Habsburg artistic finances has also been marked by Yonan, who explains that this 
was indicative of  the blurring of  public and private interests in the Habsburg court.  In addition to the 
Hofcameralzahlamt, the Hoftheaters had an independent account, as did each member of  the imperial family. 
See Yonan, “Introduction,” Maria Theresa. 
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separately from the theater staff. The court paid 38,725 florins to the theaters in four payments 
between January and March of  1765—these funds were specifically dedicated to wedding 
entertainment.60  The four primary commissioned compositions for the wedding—Il trionfo d'Amore, 
Il Parnaso confuso, Telemaco, and Gli stravaganti—all received the generous fee of  825 florins per work 
(meaning Gluck received 1650 florins in total, a healthy yearly salary).  There is no record of  
payment for Semiramis, so it is unclear whether this was commissioned specifically by the court or 
independently by the theater. For the purposes of  the theater bureaucracy, and perhaps the court, 
who provided the special funds, each of  these compositions (though not certainly the accompanying 
productions) had approximately the same value, which was not usually the case with commissions in 
the Vienna theaters.  Hilverding profited handsomely from the copious ballet and dance music he 
wrote for the event, earning 2000 florins.  Hofkapellmeister Georg Reutter also received 198 florins 
for dance music for the balls in addition to his regular salary.  Johann Michael Schuster, who 
conducted the music at balls, received 654 florins.  For some unknown reason, certain of  the singers 
also received special wedding funds directly from the theaters, including Elizabeth Teyber and 
Giuseppe Tibaldi, both of  whom sang in Telemaco and Trionfo d'Amore.  Based on previous payment 
records, one can safely assume that this was not a part of  their regular salary.  The other singers 
must have been paid out of  the regular theatrical budget, or directly by the court or archducal family 
accounts, since there is no record in the theatrical wedding budget.  By far the largest parts of  the 
court donation to the theaters were dedicated to decoration (12,564 fl.) and wardrobe (8459 fl.), a 
necessary expense for wedding performances. 
Clearly, such a large number and diversity of  wedding entertainments, and the complexity of  
their financing, scheduling and production modes, make the discernment of  political meaning an 
extremely complicated issue. As I attempt to parse the forms of  sovereign representation at work in 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
60 Österreichische Staatsarchiv, Hofkammerarchiv, Theatralkassenrechnungen, Bd. 385 
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these productions, I will consider their performance context, musical and dramaturgical modes, and 
their similarity to and difference from works produced for earlier Habsburg weddings. The particular 
significance of  this 1765 wedding is found in the fact that it is the first to feature reformist 
compositional and aesthetic tendencies, while still featuring highly traditional compositions. First I 
will explore the more traditional of  the wedding productions, explaining how their modalities match 
those of  traditional absolutist representation and Habsburg tradition. Then I will attempt to 
demonstrate how the reformist works reveal a fundamental shift in this representation. 
 
Il Parnaso confuso and Il trionfo d'Amore: Galant Celebration at Schönbrunn 
In the rococo seclusion of  Schönbrunn palace, Maria Theresia's guests were treated to two operatic 
confections emphasizing pleasure, love and beauty, glorifying the Habsburgs through direct 
representation and praise. Il Parnaso confuso and Il trionfo d’Amore were works intended for the most 
exclusive, private (in the sense of  high-ranking, “non-public”) audiences. They are both occasional 
works, specifically referring to the event for which they were written. Both exemplify the absolutist 
musico-dramatic modalities discussed above—a clear alternation of  action-based recitative and 
static, present-moment-oriented arias, the latter of  which are truly monumental in size. Further, 
these operas present an extreme in the glorification of  sovereign virtù through vocal virtuosity and 
sonic display; as is typical of  festive works of  the mid-century, almost every aria presents a 
hyperbolic example of  galant-style or bravura singing (with a few exceptions in the case of  Gaetano 
Guadagni and the youngest Archduchess Charlotte). 
 In the case of  Il Parnaso confuso, the link between dynasty and opera is literal; the virtù of  the 
Habsburg archduchesses is translated into their own vocal virtuosity, continuing a long and symbolic 
tradition of  Habsburg musical performance.  Although the modern observer may be tempted to 
read this “domestic” performance as a proto-Biedermeyer glorification of  the family and the private 
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sphere, the aims of  such a spectacle were largely political.61  No doubt the Empress gained immense 
personal satisfaction from hearing her children perform, but at the same time, the display of  Maria 
Theresia's talented children was a show of  Habsburg fertility and the eternal nature of  the Habsburg 
line.  Inserting them into the mythological, superhuman world of  opera seria subtly communicated 
the message of  Habsburg divinity, even within a light-hearted plot.  Although the event was limited 
to a private and small group of  guests, this should not be understood as a performance among 
intimates.  According to the seating chart, foreign dignitaries, ambassadors, and a Cardinal were 
given pride of  place behind the majesties themselves; the remaining space was given to high-ranking 
members of  the court.62  This restriction of  numbers would have flattered the prestige of  the guests, 
a clever political maneuver in a seemingly informal situation. This explains somewhat why the 
Wienerisches Diarium gives so much relative attention to this production among the wedding offerings; 
it was never given for a public audience, but its importance for sovereign representation as a 
performance by sovereigns necessitated a wide public awareness.63 
Although tempered to take into account the varying abilities of  the four amateur 
archduchesses, each aria (except that for 13-year-old Charlotte) is a fairly impressive and extended 
vocal showpiece, with extensive vocal and instrumental ornamentation over a slow harmonic rhythm 
and transparent textures; with one exception they are all in the galant aria style, appropriate for a 
celebration of  love and beauty.64 Table 2 lists the arias, performers and styles. 
                                                 
61 Michael Yonan has argued that depictions of  Maria Theresa as maternal and proto-Biedermeyer stem from 
19th-century portrayals and do not accurately reveal the subtle representation of  female sovereignty she 
engineered over the course of  her career.  Even Schönbrunn, which as a museum today is depicted as a family 
home or secluded escape from court life, was carefully designed to preserve an image of  sovereignty to the 
restricted public who visited it.  See Yonan, "Modesty and Monarchy: Rethinking Empress Maria Theresa at 
Schönbrunn," in Austrian History Yearbook 35 (2004): 25-47. 
 
62 Österreichische Staatsarchiv, Ältere Zeremonialakten, Karton 66, Folio 24 seating chart. 
 
63 Issue of  30 January, 1765. 
 
64 See the Introduction and Chapter 3 for a discussion of  the galant aria style. 
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Table 2: Arias of  Il Parnaso confuso (Metastasio/Gluck, 1765) 
Character/Performer Title Style 
Melpomene (Elisabeth, age 
22) 
“In un mar che non ha sponde” Bravura: allegro, B-flat major, cut-time 
Apollo (Amalia, age 17) “In fronte a voi risplende” Galant: andante maestoso, C-major, cut-
time 
Erato (Charlotte, age 13) “Di questa centra in seno” Galant: andante grazioso, G-major, 3/4, 
no melismas 
Euterpe (Josepha, age 14) “Fin là dove l’aurora” Galant: andante, F-major, cut-time 
Melpomene  “Sacre piante, amico rio” Galant: un poco andante, A-major, cut-
time 
Apollo “Vi scuseranno assai” Galant: andante, F-major, 3/4  
Apollo/Melpomene duet “Nel mirar solo i sembianti” Galant: andante, G-major, cut-time 
 
Amplifying the static, display-centric quality of  the opera, most of  the aria settings have four main 
melismas (and corresponding text repetitions) per A section, rather than the more common two. 
Apollo’s “Vi scuseranno assai” is the most extreme example of  galant vocal and compositional style 
in the opera, with prevalent Lombard rhythms, extensive trills, staccato notes, and luxuriously long 
melismas.65 The compositional style of  Il Parnaso confuso is an echo of  the opera Gluck wrote for 
Joseph’s first wedding in 1760, Tetide, including the extended text repetition, four-fold melismas, and 
extremes of  galant or bravura style—though with a lower level of  technical virtuosity because of  the 
amateur performers.  
 The message of  Habsburg beauty and divinity found in Il Parnaso confuso was amplified in the 
professional production of  Il trionfo d'Amore.  Although an actual cast list of  the opera is unavailable, 
we know the opera was performed by the virtuosi di Teatro, presumably the same group who would be 
performing Telemaco a few nights later.  By analyzing the parts, it is clear that the restrained alto 
Apollo was played by Gaetano Guadagni and the virtuosic tenor Mars was played by Giuseppe 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
65 The orchestra’s rising arpeggio figure leading to an appoggiatura (first heard in m. 3-4) echoes almost 
exactly a figure used pervasively in Edonide’s “Ferma, Alcide” in Hasse’s 1760 Alcide al bivio, a wedding opera 




   
Tibaldi.  Three sopranos—Venus, Amore, and Pallas—probably included the ever-present Rosa 
Tibaldi-Tartaglini as seconda donna Pallade, castrato Luca Fabris as Amore, and the newly enlisted 
Elisebeth Teyber as prima donna Venere. The smallest part, Mercury, was probably covered by 
Giovanni Battista Ristorini, a tenor listed in the court theater records who was more well-known for 
buffo roles.66 Ballets were choreographed by Hilverding, recently returned from the Russian court.   
 In the opera, Amore seeks refuge with his mother Venus from the other gods, who are 
furious with him for bringing misery to their lives in the form of  love.  Venus tells her son to flee 
while she will try to distract the gods.  Apollo, Mars, Athena, and Mercury arrive on the scene, ready 
to punish Amore on behalf  of  Jupiter.  Each presents his or her individual case against the god in 
aria form, and Venus tries to dissuade them from punishing her son. However, when Cupid reveals 
himself, he points out the beauty that love has created in the Habsburg wedding occurring below 
Olympus. The gods are convinced that the pleasures of  love overwhelm the pains.  This rather thin 
plot is filled out with Metastasio's charming verse and Gassmann's ample vocal fireworks and 
papillotage, frequent accompanied recitatives, and three striking choral-ensemble sequences typical of  
the festa teatrale genre. 
 The opera is highly traditional in structure and compositional style. Many arias in Il trionfo 
d’Amore are breathtaking virtuosic showpieces in either the bravura or galant style, far exceeding 
those of  Il Parnaso confuso, though several non-virtuosic arias are also featured. 
Table 3: Arias and Choruses in Il trionfo d’Amore (Metastasio/Gassmann) (question marks 
signify conjecture) 
 
Character/Performer Title Vocal style67 and Musical Description 
                                                 
66 Österreichische Staatsarchiv, Hofkammerarchiv, Theatralkassenrechnungen, Bd. 385. 
67 By bravura I refer to arias in an allegro tempo with primary melismas composed mainly of  sixteenth notes, 
usually over an eighth-note Trommelbass. By galant I refer to arias in an andante tempo with primary 
melismas made up of  varied rhythmic values, emphasizing Lombard rhythms and trills, usually over a quarter-
note bass. By cantabile I refer to a simple, lyrical singing style largely free of  melismas, usually in a moderate 
or slower tempo. By parlante I refer to syllabic, speech-like singing with short phrases and usually a fast 




   
Venus (Teyber) “Vorrei di te fidarmi” Galant: andantino, G-major, cut-time, da 
capo 
Amore (Fabris) “Se amor l’abbandona” Galant: andante, B-flat major, 3/4 , dal 
segno 
Chorus and gods “Chi sa dir, che fu 
d’amore?” 
Allegro, C-major, 3/8 time, choral refrain 
alternating with soloist duets 
Apollo (Guadagni) “Se l’orgoglioso trovar 
bramate” 
Guadagni “heroic”:68 allegro, C-major, 
common-time, dal segno, non-virtuosic 
Chorus Refrain of  first chorus Allegro, C-major, 3/8 time 
Marte (Tibaldi) “Prima odiava l’osiosa 
dimora” 
Bravura: presto, D-major, common-time, 
dal segno 
Pallade Parlagli d’un periglio“ Bravura: allegro non tanto, A-major, 
common-time, dal segno 
Chorus and gods “Cada il tiranno, Regno 
d’amore” 
Andante?, F-major, 3/8, two refrains with 
soloist interlude 
Venere “Varcan col vento istesso” Bravura: allegro?, B-flat-major, common-
time, da capo 
Apollo “Alla prigione antico” Galant: andantino, E-flat-major, cut-time, 
dal segno, non-virtuosic 
Mercury “Sembra gentile” Cantabile: moderato?, F-major, 3/4, da 
capo, non-virtuosic 
Chorus Recomposition of  first 
chorus 
Allegro, G-major, 3/8, through-composed 
Amore “Punite quel tiranno” Parlante: allegro, G-major, common-time, 
modified dal segno, non-virtuosic 
Chorus and gods “Gia che d’amor la face” Allegro, D-major, cut-time, refrain 
alternating with soloists and trios 
 
Gassmann employed several interesting musico-dramatic techniques, including several finely-
wrought choral/ensemble numbers and the recomposition and intensification of  the first chorus at 
the high-point of  the drama. The choruses provide variety and break up the drama into balanced 
sections; the distribution of  the numbers among the characters yields a satisfying symmetry. Overall, 
the opera rarely deviates from a recitative-aria or chorus alternation, and the arias all present a static 
expression of  musical and dramatic material in a da capo or dal segno form.  Guadagni’s and 
Ristorini’s non-virtuosic arias are easily explained on account of  their particular voices; only Amore’s 
“Punite quel tiranno” is in a non-traditional compositional style, with an agitated eighth-note 
figuration and breathless, parlante declamation that seems to presage Cherubino’s “Non so più cosa 
                                                 
68 See Chapter 4 for a discussion of  Guadagni’s vocal style. 
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son” from Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro. Gassmann would eventually show great sympathy with the 
reformers, collaborating with Calzabigi in the 1769 spoof  L’opera seria, and some of  his 1760s 
compositions reveal reformist compositional techniques (most notably the 1764 L’olimpiade). Il trionfo 
d’Amore portrays an aesthetic fundamentally in harmony with the methods of  absolutist 
representation. 
The plots as well as the music of  both Il Parnaso confuso and Il trionfo d’Amore, as in Gluck’s 
Tetide five years earlier, foil any notion of  progress and change: in all three cases the central conflict 
of  the drama is not resolved through action or change in circumstance. Rather, it the condition of  
Habsburg sovereignty in itself  that puts an end to conflict. The exalted love of  the Habsburg couple 
mollifies the gods in Il trionfo d’Amore; the supremacy of  Joseph’s wisdom nullifies the gods’ 
argument in Tetide; Habsburg glory removes the need for the Muses’ aid in Il Parnaso confuso.  The 
resolution of  the apparent conflict was extant from the beginning of  the opera, by an overarching, 
timeless truth merely forgotten or misunderstood by the characters. This is an echo of  absolutism’s 
fundamental premise that sovereign power is infinite, timeless, and precedes all else. 
In terms of  the musico-dramatic construction, Tetide, Trionfo, and Parnaso exhibit the 
compartmentalization of  time, presence-orientation, and extreme vocal virtuosity of  traditional 
opera, serving to enforce the philosophical underpinnings of  Habsburg absolute sovereignty while 
making this ideology more palatable with galant beauty and pleasure. The arias are independent, 
unconnected, and noncumulative. Each one is a crystallization of  a particular emotion, creating not 
a harmonic progression or dramatic arch, but a constellation of  static moments that largely stand 
apart from the dramatic unfolding of  the plot. These aesthetic considerations are on par with the 
demands on vocal beauty and technical ability presented by the operas, which served to overwhelm 
and delight the spectator. 
Telemaco—Reforming Dramma per musica 
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If  the 1765 wedding operas Il Parnaso confuse and Il trionfo d’Amore echo the function of  the 1760 
wedding’s Tetide, then Telemaco would seem to correspond to Hasse’s Alcide al bivio. Both operas 
present a coming-of-age story where a young hero, representing Joseph, must choose between the 
demands of  love/beauty and virtue/duty.  But the differences, five years on, are telling. While Alcide 
al bivio was an occasional work, a festa teatrale making direct reference to the Habsburg sovereigns and 
their wedding (more like Parnaso and Trionfo) , Telemaco was a dramma per musica whose allusions to the 
royal family are more generalized. More significantly, Telemaco is an opera that espouses reformist 
tendencies, despite scholarship’s reluctance to accept this as one of  Gluck’s “reform operas.” 
Indeed, Gluck's Telemaco is commonly considered by scholars to be an abortive reform 
attempt; Max Loppert writes, "The ‘case’ against Telemaco has fixed principally on two linked areas: 
the weaknesses of  Coltellini’s libretto (written under the tutelage of  Calzabigi), and the opera’s 
supposedly hybrid musical idiom, resulting from a mixture of  forward-looking elements and the soi-
disant retrogressive ones belonging to the traditional opera seria."69  The plot is more complicated than 
that of  Calzabigi’s operas or Gluck’s later French works. Semplice recitative is prevalent and 
occasional da capo and dal segno arias appear.  Three arias were borrowed from earlier operas.70   
However, scholars err in making comparisons between this opera and Orfeo or Alceste, without 
acknowledging their fundamental generic differences. Unlike Orfeo (azione teatrale) and Alceste 
(tragedia in musica), Telemaco is an attempt to reform the dramma per musica from within, as it were, to 
confront the revered genre on its own terms, only the second such attempt in Vienna after Traetta’s 
and Coltellini’s 1762 Ifigenia in Tauride.71 Though the plot hews to the weighty demands of  traditional 
                                                 
69 Loppert, "Island," 201. 
 
70 Ulysses’ “Freme gonfiro” from Ippolito (1745), Circe’s “Se a estinguir non bastate” from Antigono (1756), and 
Telemaco’s “Se per entro all nera foresta” based on an idea from Sofonisba (1744), Le Nozze d’Ercole e d’Ebe 
(1747) and La clemenza di Tito (1751). On Gluck’s borrowing, see Klaus Hortschansky, Parodie und Entlehnung im 
Schaffen Christoph Willibald Glucks (Cologne: Arno Volk, 1973). 
 
71 Reinhard Strohm, “Tradition und Fortschritt in der opera seria,” in Gluck und die Opernreform, ed. 
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dramma per musica, Telemaco’s dramaturgy and musical style are for the most part fundamentally 
different from traditional opera. 
 The libretto may have been written wholly or partially before the wedding plans were made, 
leaving open the question of  the purpose for which Coltellini was originally writing and supporting 
the idea that the connection between this opera and Habsburg representation is not direct.72  
Although several librettists had already set the story of  Telemachus, and scholars have often pointed 
to a connection between Coltellini’s libretto and that of  librettist Carlo Sigismondo Capece in 1718, 
Coltellini’s libretto was a new invention, and highly influenced by his tutor Calzabigi.73 Another 
important influence to consider is Fénelon’s 1699 political novel Les aventures de Télémaque, written to 
criticize the reign of  Louis XIV and consisting almost entirely of  a flashback recounting tales of  the 
young hero’s travels and the sage sermons of  his aged tutor Mentor, the goddess Athena in 
disguise.74 Such political and moral messages are entirely missing from Coltellini’s libretto, and in any 
case, as Karl Geiringer explains, outside of  France the reception of  the novel was largely 
depoliticized.75 Disavowing earlier influences, Coltellini wrote in his preface, “I believed to be 
                                                                                                                                                             
Hortschansky, 344, 350. 
 
72 Both Sommer-Mathis and Strohm speculate that the opera may have been in progress before the wedding 
plans were made, earlier in 1764. See Sommer-Mathis, Tu felix Austria nube, 115; and Strohm, “Fortschritt und 
Tradition, 343. 
 
73 Other operatic versions of  the story include Georg Kaspar Schürmann’s 1706 Telemachus und Calypso, 
written for Naumberg and Braunschweig, and Johann Ernst Galliard’s 1711 Calypso and Telemachus, written for 
London. Capece’s libretto was set by Alessandro Scarlatti for Rome. 
 
74 The novel was written specifically for the education of  the young Louis XV, serving as a harsh criticism of  
the power-abuse and luxurious lifestyle of  Louis XIV, and was the most widely read book in eighteenth-
century France outside of  the Bible. The novel, which among other works led to its author’s banishment from 
France, was already translated into English in the very year of  its publication and soon circulated throughout 
the rest of  Europe. See Patrick Riley, Introduction to Fénelon, Telemachus, son of  Ulysses, trans. Patrick Riley 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), xvi.  
 
75 Karl Geiringer, Introduction to Christoph Willibald Gluck, Telemaco. Sämtliche Werke I/2 (Kassel: 




   
justified to a certain extent to write this poem according to my thoughts.”76 Coltellini’s version is the 
only one to place Telemachus on the island of  Circe, where his father lives imprisoned—a liberal 
change from the original myth. 
 Telemaco deals ostensibly with the eponymous hero's search for his lost father Ulysses, who 
has been trapped on the island of  Circe.  However, the core of  the drama is based on the struggle 
between various types of  love, symbolized by the two pairs of  lovers: Ulisse and Circe reveal the 
faults of  tyrannical, selfish love, while Telemaco and Asteria exemplify pure, virtuous love 
subservient to duty.   Circe, the most dynamic, if  inconsistent, character in the opera, is torn 
between feelings of  love for Ulysses, fear of  fate, and the desire for revenge.  For Telemaco, the first 
act of  the opera is driven by his unflinching devotion to his father, even in the face of  death, while 
the second act deals with a choice between filial obedience and romantic love.  Yet Telemaco never 
becomes more than a one-dimensional hero; Circe, despite her sometimes incomprehensible 
motivations, is the most fully realized character. Elisabeth Teyber, the creator of  Circe, was a student 
of  Hasse and Vittoria Tesi-Tramontini, and she must have learned virtuosic elegance from the 
former and dramatic parlante expression from the latter; in the music Gluck writes for her both of  
these styles are evident. 
 Compared to earlier libretti, Coltellini’s version of  the story is quite streamlined: there are 
only two pairs of  lovers and considerably less intrigue. Yet the dramatic arc is frequently broken by 
inconsistent characterizations and a stop-start plot lacking in Metastasian coherence and logic.  As 
mentioned above, the opera was not well-received, a fact that Calzabigi attempted to attribute to the 
singers.  It was only repeated once, on February 7, most likely ordered by the court; the terse 
                                                 
76 Geiringer, “Introduction,” Telemaco, xii: “ich glaubte gewisser massen berechtigt zu seyn, in dieser Gedichte 




   
Zinzendorf  mentions only that he was going to the opera to meet a nobleman.77 A more likely 
reason for the opera’s poor reception is that it does not fulfill the expectations of  a traditional 
wedding entertainment; especially in comparison with Il trionfo d’Amore, it lacks spectacular singing.  
The two operas shared the same cast, with Guadagni as the young hero Telemaco, Elisabeth Teyber 
as Circe, Tibaldi as the king Ulisse, soprano castrato Luca Fabbris as Merione, and Tibaldi-Tartaglini 
as Asteria.   
 Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s embarrassment at this opera’s failure may explain why it has not been 
included in traditional narratives of  operatic reform; twentieth-century scholars have labored to 
explain the failure of  this work as well.78 To claim that there is a meta-operatic dichotomy between 
reformed and traditional compositional styles at play in this opera, as Max Loppert has posited, is an 
overstatement.79  Closer analysis reveals that the prevailing compositional style of  the opera is that 
of  Gluckian reform. The expected traditional number alternation, time fragmentation, and vocal 
display of  traditional have broken down.  There is only one virtuosic bravura aria in the style of  
contemporary fashionable opera, “In mezzo a un mar crudele” (Act I Scene 1) sung by the character 
Circe (Elisabeth Teyber), and it is indeed spectacular. Yet her remaining utterances are as syllabic, 
direct, and “reformed” as those of  the remaining characters, who in turn occasionally sing dal segno 
or da capo arias. After her initial virtuosic expression, Circe's vocal style becomes among the most 
progressively “Gluckian” in the opera, perhaps indicating a maturation or progression within the 
character.  Several elements of  the libretto point to an attempt to engage with the traditions of  the 
                                                 
77 Karl Geiringer, “Gluck’s Telemaco,” in Joseph Haydn and the Eighteenth Century: Collected Essays of  Karl Geiringer. 
Ed. Robert N. Freeman (Warren, MI: Harmonie Park Press, 2002), 182. 
 
78 Geiringer writes of  Telemaco: “At this stage of  his creative development the composer had outgrown such 
traditional compositions written for particular occasions.  He took them on at that point only in exceptional 
cases, and his personal involvement in the process did not always come into play.” See Geiringer, “Gluck’s 
Telemaco,” 189. 
 
79 Loppert, “‘An Island Entire of  Itself:’ Gluck’s Telemaco,” in Words on Music: Essays in Honor of  Andrew Porter, 




   
dramma per musica: a more complex, intrigue-driven plot; a character hierarchy of  two romantic pairs 
plus a confidant; and a moral message supporting patriarchal and patriotic duty over romantic love. 
Yet radically new was the dark ending that was apparently intended: Circe’s spectacular accompanied 
recitative. This was followed by a festive ballet in the wedding production, but we know that this 
music was borrowed from an earlier occasion.80 
 What is most important to note about Telemaco is how its musical structure dismantles the 
very core of  opera seria: the centrality of  the aria. Strohm argues that the fundamental difference 
between Telemaco and traditional opera seria is that in Gluck’s opera the emotional weight of  the 
drama is not restricted to solo arias; rather, ensembles, choruses, recitatives, and arias all share 
equally in action and emotional expression.81 Geiringer explains further that it is not so much 
individual pieces that convey emotion but rather complexes composed freely of  recitative, aria, 
ensemble, and chorus—the whole is more than the sum of  its parts, leading to large-scale, through-
composed climaxes. This, accordingly to Geiringer, is the defining property of  Gluck’s reform 
operas.82  
 Analysis of  the opera’s structure reveals that there is a diversity of  structural types, less than 
half  reflecting the traditional recitative-aria alternation followed by character exit, the larger portion 
composed of  more freely structured scene complexes. Some of  the larger scene complexes are 
unified by key scheme as well as dramatic structure, although key relationship is by no means 
necessary in order for the various elements to be considered parts of  a larger musico-dramatic 
whole.  Table 4 provides an analysis of  the opera’s structure. 
 
                                                 
80 Geiringer speculates that this may have been the closing ballet from Orfeo. See Geiringer, “Telemaco,” 187. 
 
81 Strohm, “Tradition und Fortschritt.” 350. 
 




   
Table 4: Structural Analysis of  Telemaco (Cotellini/Gluck). 
Sinfonia 
ACT I 


































“La viva face accendi” 




“La viva face accendi” 
“Ardo per un ingrato” 




“Ahi! Che fia lo sventurato” 
“Misera me!” 
 
















Circe, Asteria, Telemaco 
Circe 
Circe exits 




















“Ch’io speri al cuor” 
 
“Ahi crudel perchè ti piace” 
 
“Ahi che forse” 
 
 
“Non dirmi ch’io viva” 
(binary form)83 
Telemaco, Asteria 
Telemaco, Asteria, Merione 
Merione 
Merione 
Telemaco, Asteria, Merione 
Merione 














“Ah l’ho presente ognor” 
 
















Ulisse and Circe exit 
                                                 
83 The binary form would predominate in serious Italinan opera arias in the second half  of  the eighteenth 
century, as discussed by Charles Rosen in Sonata Forms (New York: W. W. Norton, 1980), 40-71. 
254 
 
   


































“Qual tristi gemiti” 
 
“Ah chi di voi m’addita” 
“Ahi misero” 
 




“Stringiti a questo seno” 
“Tu vivi e ci abbandoni” 
“Ah sventurati amici” 
“Pietà degl’ infelici” 
 














Merione, Telemaco, Ulisse 
Circe 
Act II 












“Chi consola il tuo cor” 
(through-composed) 
 







Ulisse and Merione exit 
























“Qual voce possente” 
“Larve nemiche al giorno” 
(through-composed) 
“Ah tremi l’indegno” 
 























“Perchè t’involi, oh Dio” 
 








Scene 4 (Traditional recitative-aria structure) 
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“Fremer gonfio” (da capo) 
Ulisse, Merione, Telemaco 
Ulisse  
Ulisse exits 




















“Basta nel mio tormento” 
“Dimmi che un misero” 
“Stelle, mi lascia” 























































“Placati oh numi irato” 
 
 




“Alfin placovi, oh dei” 
 
“Al patrio lido facciam 
ritorno“ 
 










Scene 11 (Brief  scene complex) 
Arioso-Chorus 
Accompagnato 













Although most of  the scenes are ended by aria and character exit, through-composed fluidity 
predominates in the opera.  The average length of  a “number” in Gluck’s opera is far less than the 
average length of  an aria in Il trionfo d’Amore or Il Parnaso confuso; many of  the numbers do not seem 
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complete in themselves, but more like fragments of  a larger whole. Further, the great majority of  
arias are in binary form, not da capo or dal segno, and there are a significant number of  arioso or 
cavatina sections breaking up the recitative.  
 One significant scene complex is found at the very outset of  the opera, which more than any 
of  the other scenes employs the dramaturgical modes of  Orfeo ed Euridice. Like the earlier opera, 
Telemaco begins with a rotation between brief  moments of  ballet, chorus and soloists, alternating 
between minor and relative major to create a bittersweet chiaro scuro effect that matches the 
dramatic situation: while outwardly celebrating a public religious festival, the three main characters 
inwardly bemoan their plights. This musical alternation is interrupted, without resolution, by 
recitative with choral interjections as the ceremonies continue, but, in a typical Gluckian device, the 
prevailing calm is shattered by a dramatic proclamation by the oracle. The gentle lyricism that has 
prevailed to this point is replaced by a brooding, ombra style.84 The oracle’s proclamation leads 
seamlessly into the choral response in the unusual key of  E-major, the first break from the prevailing 
C-major/a-minor tonality of  the scene, which, along with the modal mixture, creates an eerie sense 
of  displacement and hushed terror. Circe breaks the spell by launching directly into an accompanied 
recitative, shifting the focus from public dread to private misery. Asteria and Telemaco attempt to 
console her, but her emotions spin into hysterics to yield, as the close of  this through-composed 
scene complex, to her bravura tempest aria, “In mezzo il mar crudele.” Though highly traditional in 
composition, the aria is the culmination of  a larger progression of  musico-dramatic events, bringing 
back the opening key of  C-major. Time does indeed stand still in this lengthy dal segno aria, and 
vocal fireworks overwhelm the listener, but it is an exception within the opera as a whole, and seems 
                                                 
84 As Clive McLelland has argued, due to their popularity with composers like Gluck and Jommelli, ombra 
scenes became associated with musical features including slow sustained writing, flat, especially minor, keys, 
angular melodic lines, chromaticism and dissonance, syncopation, tremolos, sudden dynamic contrasts, 
unusual harmonic progressions and characteristic instrumentation. See McLelland, Ombra: Supernatural Music 
in the Eighteenth Century (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2012).See also David Buch, Magic Flute and Enchanted 




   
to have been a purposeful choice for Circe’s characterization. 
 If  these scenes and scene-complexes of  Telemaco do not form a successful whole here, Gluck 
nonetheless recognized the individual power of  many of  these moments by using most of  the 
material in his future operas, notably Alceste (1767), Paride ed Elena (1770), the overture of  Iphigénie en 
Aulis (1774), the second version of  Cythère assiégée (1775), Iphigénie en Tauride (1779), and most 
importantly, Armide (1777).85  Despite the prevalence of  semplice recitative, occasional traditional 
scene structure, and the inclusion of  several traditionally styled arias, this opera should not be 
considered a failure of  reform, nor some kind of  allegorical hybrid between reformed and 
traditional styles, even if  such a thing would be dramatically interesting. This is because the opera 
breaks the rules of  traditional operatic structure more often than it follows them. In sheer volume 
of  choruses, ballets, ensembles and mixtures between these expressive types, Telemaco is easily 
comparable to other reforms of  the dramma per musica, such as Traetta’s Ifigenia in Tauride or the 
Stuttgart operas of  Jommelli, but without their more traditional vocal virtuosity.  In Telemaco, with 
the exception of  Circe’s aria, the singing is just as unornamented and syllabic as Gluck’s other 
reform operas, and with a new dramatic urgency that more looks forward to Alceste than back to 
Orfeo. Perhaps most telling, the character of  Telemaco was brought to life by Guadagni himself, the 
voice of  reform, whose voice and acting style would have widened the disjuncture between Telemaco 
and traditional opera. Calzabigi himself, despite his frequent criticism of  the opera, included Telemaco 
in a list with Orfeo, Alceste and Traetta’s Ifigenia in Tauride in his March 6, 1767 letter to Prince Kaunitz.  
Geiringer writes, “In the case of  Gluck’s Telemaco we are dealing unequivocally with a work in which 
the new spirit of  opera finds expression.”86 
 Yet whether Telemaco should be characterized as a “reform opera” is rather beside the point; 
                                                 
85 Loppert, “Island,” 190. 
 
86 Geiringer, “Introduction,” Telemaco, x: “Bei Glucks Telemaco handelt es sich unzweideutig um ein Werk, in 
dem der neue Geist der Oper Ausdruck findet.” 
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as has already been argued, operatic experimentation ran along a broad spectrum and manifested 
itself  in various ways.  What is significant in terms of  political meaning is that many of  the musico-
dramatic differences between Telemaco and most contemporary opere serie are in precisely those 
realms earlier discussed as embodying political absolutism. While not completely avoiding standard 
forms, the opera largely breaks up the static time world for more naturalistic time progression: 
through-composed arias and scene complexes that build toward large-scale climax. The dynamic of  
vocal difference is largely avoided, with simple parlante singing being the dominant mode; 
Guadagni’s eponymous hero being the primary case in point. The eternal, abstract, and 
unsympathetic (though awed) absolute monarch is not represented here. 
 Thematically, this opera stands in almost direct conflict with the pleasure-promoting 
message of  Il Trionfo d'Amore, much as Alcide al bivio had conflicted with Tetide in 1760.  Telemachus 
is a loyal son and lover who endures a coming-of-age trial; he is a representation of  Joseph, whose 
father (Ulisse) and mother (the absent Penelope) are also painted in a flattering light.  The opera 
thus presents the Habsburg family triumphing over the tyrannical power and selfish passion 
represented by Circe, winning a moral battle comparable to that of  Alcide al bivio or most 
Metastasian drammi per musica. Thus the libretto, perhaps in an attempt to engage with the norms 
of  the dramma per musica genre, presents an interesting tension with the more radical tendencies of  
much of  the music.  
 Further political undertones can only be guessed at, though Strohm goes so far as to state 
that “the theme of  the drama is the freedom from tyranny, achieved from an accumulation of  the 
communal power of  all the civilized people.”87 As depoliticized as the story appears, it is tempting to 
wonder whether there might be more to the choice of  subject matter than meets the eye. Certainly 
the authors would have been aware of  their new emperor’s enlightened inclinations; it would be 
                                                 
87 Strohm, “Tradition und Fortschritt,” 341. 
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surprising if  Fénelon’s novel would not have been a part of  the young Joseph’s Bildung. Perhaps their 




The ballet Semiramis, and its accompanying dramatic piece Bajazet, formed a drastic contrast to the 
remaining theatrical wedding offerings.  The serious Telemaco pales in comparison to the murders, 
suicides, and ghost scenes prevailing in these two dramas (with a combined total of  five deaths, three 
onstage).  Both Bajazet and Semiramis draw on stories from the East, with Bajazet based in the 
seventeenth-century Ottoman Empire, and Semiramis based in ancient Assyria, and both focus on a 
power-hungry woman who is eventually punished (the eponymous Semiramis and Bajazet's Roxane).  
The tenuousness of  the link to wedding events is made clear by the fact that these productions were 
not included in the records of  payments specifically dedicated to the wedding. The reception, 
particularly of  the ballet, was something of  a disaster, as is made clear in this commentary by Baron 
Gottfried van Swieten: 
On the second day of  public rejoicing, the dark tragedy of  Bajazeth was performed, followed 
by an even darker ballet-pantomime, which brought together in a quarter of  an hour all the 
horrors of  the tragedy of  Semiramis, and enacted them before the eyes of  the audience; 
both the court and town were revolted by it.  There is an association of  hypochondriacs 
here, headed by M. Calzabigi, who are dedicated to introduce among us all the severity of  
English theater, and for the last three years all the operas given here contain nothing but the 
apparitions of  ghosts, demons, murders, and assassins.  The result, however, is not wholly 
bad, in that it has bought about the creation of  partisans, who give a kind of  liveliness to the 
entertainments which was not to be found before.  M. Calzabigi has taken the trouble to 
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write a long dissertation to prove to all those who do not admire the ballet of  Semiramis that 
they are fools.  The ballet was designed to display the talents of  Mlle de Nancy [Levier], 
former mistress of  the Duke of  Würtemberg, who pulls some fine faces but who cannot 
dance.  Calzabigi says that true dancing is done not with the feet but with the face; the young 
lady likewise does not concern herself  with her feet, for she turns her feet in like a parrot... 
all this is debated in the liveliest manner, and is treated as seriously as the French would treat 
it.  The two sides can be distinguished by their physiognomy: all the supporters of  Semiramis 
pull faces, and the others laugh.88 
 
 Certainly the theatrical staff  might have suspected that such plots would be poorly received on such 
an occasion, suggesting that their motives in programming these works were not primarily the favor 
of  the monarchs nor even the immediate audience—rather, this was an opportunity to present their 
aesthetic revolution to a large, international audience. Indeed, nineteen numbers from Semiramis were 
re-used by Gluck in Iphigénie en Tauride, revealing how strongly he felt about his composition.89 
 What seems especially tactless is that both works revolve around an ambitious female ruler 
punished by fate.  In Bajazet, Roxane uses love to gain political office: she tries to marry Bajazet in 
order to win the crown.  Realizing that Bajazet is in love with another woman, and that his death 
would win her political favor, she has him hanged in the final act, and is subsequently assassinated, 
leaving Bajazet's true love, Atalide, to kill herself  on stage.  Bajazet has among the most complicated 
plots of  Racine's plays, and few of  the characters are admirable, except perhaps the innocent 
Atalide.  It would be almost impossible to discern any type of  monarchical flattery in this play; in the 
true sense of  Greek tragedy, the plot is a warning against hubris and political ambition.  This seems 
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a somewhat shocking choice considering that the reigning monarch is a powerful woman. 
 This resonance is doubled in Semiramis, because not only does it represent a strong female 
ruler (this time with a powerful son as well), but because the character of  Semiramis had been used 
as a representation of  Maria Theresia in the past.  In 1748, with the end of  the War of  Austrian 
Succession approaching, Gluck composed his Semiramide riconosciuta for the nameday of  the Empress, 
whose place on the throne was finally solidified after eight years of  contestation and pan-European 
conflict.  In this, the first opera Gluck would write for the Habsburg court, Semiramide must 
masquerade as her son to keep her sovereign power.  The fact that Semiramide takes place in an 
"eastern" setting may also have appealed to Maria Theresia's interests in eastern arts and chinoiserie.90 
Despite these political resonances, Metastasio’s Semiramide is a rather light-hearted romp, focusing 
primarily on intrigues of  love over political or moral issues, and the recognition of  Semiramide at 
the end of  the drama is hardly central to its resolution.91  Gluck's opera is thoroughly galant, although 
the fact that the lead role was played by La Tesi meant that there was a special emphasis on dramatic 
declamation at the expense of  vocal filigree in the case of  her particular character. 
 Gluck's second foray into the world of  Semiramis paints an entirely different picture of  the 
Babylonian queen.  For his source, rather than turning to the opera of  Metastasio, Angiolini looked 
to Voltaire’s drama, coincidentally also written in 1748.  Here, Semiramis is no galant lover or even 
idealized sovereign; she is a regicide whose incestuous desire to marry her own son to gain the 
                                                 
90 Michael Yonan has described the particular importance for eastern art in Maria Theresia's monarchical self-
representation and the history of  eastern allusions in Habsburg mythology.  He also references Metastasio's 
L'eroe cinese of  1752, written for Maria Theresia's nameday.  See Yonan, "Veneers of  Authenticity: Chinese 
Lacquers in Maria Theresa's Vienna," in Eighteenth-Century Studies 37/4 (2004): 652-672.  An even closer 
connection is found in Metastasio's Le cinesi, written in 1735, in which Maria Theresia was originally intended 
to perform. The libretto was revised in the 1750s, set by Gluck, and performed for Maria Theresia at 
Schlosshof  in 1754. 
 
91 Helga Lühning argues that the opera straddles the lines between comedy and tragedy, actually most closely 
paralleling the modern-day crime or detective novel. See Lühning, “Metastasio’s Semiramide riconosciuta: Eine 




   
throne leads to her bloody downfall.  Angiolini stripped down Voltaire’s story to its rawest essentials, 
to a simple visceral story that would be easily understood in the form of  ballet-pantomime, although 
the ballet certainly assumes a certain knowledge of  Voltaire’s original.92  The forty-minute work is a 
series of  powerful dramatic tableaux.  High drama, to be sure, but there is little here appropriate for 
either the glorification of  a dynasty or for the celebration of  a wedding.  It is even plausible that one 
might have taken offense at such a depiction of  a royal mother and son, given the context, although 
there is no indication of  any audience response other than discontent at the depressing subject 
matter.   
However, there is evidence that this production was meant to be more than just a wedding 
event.  Only a year later, a German translation of  the program was published in the Hamburger 
Unterhaltungen, and there are indications that the piece was highly debated among artistic circles in 
progressive Northern Germany.93  It seems most likely then, that Angiolini and Gluck took 
advantage of  an international (especially German) audience to promote their new work.  Further, 
the performance appended to Racine's Bajazet would have provided an interesting juxtaposition of  
the traditional spoken theater with Angiolini's radical new "language of  gesture." The failure of  
Semiramis on the Burgtheater stage was highlighted by the contrast with Hilverding's Les amans protégés 
par l'amour, premiered only a week later in the Burgtheater.  Hilverding, recently back from his work 
at the Russian court, provided the kind of  galant plot that the court and wedding attendees (many 
probably still in attendance) would have appreciated.  Khevenhüller describes how the piece 
“received such a unanimous applause that at the end of  the spectacle the clapping seemed like it 
would never stop.”94  
                                                 
92 Richard Engländer, “Introduction,” Semiramis: Ballets Pantomimes von Gasparo Angiolini (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 
1966), Part 2, Vol. 1, xvi. 
 
93 Engländer, Semiramis, xvi. 
 
94 2 February 1765. Grossegger, Theater, Feste und Feiern, 228. 
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In this case, it seems that there was a definite disjuncture, in terms of  both form and 
content, between the demands of  traditional dynastic representation and the theatrical works 
presented. Yet this does not mean there is nothing political in the production of  Semiramis. It seems 
unlikely that blatant political critique was the point; not only would this have been foolhardy on 
Gluck’s and Angiolini’s parts, but certainly the monarchy would have taken action against them after 
the case. More likely, Gluck and Angiolini inadvertently presented a new dynamic of  sovereign 
representation while attempting to increase their international renown. In presenting a radical artistic 
experiment in a dynastic event, they perhaps demonstrated the advanced artistic tastes of  their 




The wedding entertainments were in one sense just entertainments—confections to be enjoyed by 
visiting guests, pleasurable diversions amidst important political actions, camouflaging difficulties 
and conflicts in Habsburg reign.  However, as Georgia Cowart has shown in her exploration of  the 
political aspect of  entertainments at the court of  Louis XIV, pleasure is a powerful communicator 
of  ideology.  In light of  the deep political resonance of  operatic style, and considering the political 
situation of  Maria Theresia's empire, we can begin to make sense of  the hodgepodge of  ideologies 
presented in the wedding entertainments.  Although guests did not actively “read” these 
entertainments for political meaning, their specifics do reveal information about Habsburg 
sovereignty in this particular time and place. 
 First, the entertainments can be loosely categorized into groups according to whether they 
are more traditionally galant or more reform-oriented, and these groups correspond to their 
performance context. The galant duo of  Il Parnaso confuso and Il trionfo d'Amore share a light-hearted, 
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mythological-allegorical plot-type that directly references the Habsburg family members; they were 
also both first performed in the relatively private setting of  Schönbrunn, a world reserved for the 
highest echelons of  the social stratification.  Il Parnaso confuse, Telemaco and Semiramis share a 
composer, and the latter two share a reform-minded aesthetic agenda, though the Telemaco's plot, 
with its moralistic underpinnings and dramatic complexities, is certainly a different breed from that 
of  the concise and shocking ballet.  The performances of  Telemaco and Semiramis were held in the 
Burgtheater, the official public theater of  the Habsburgs, if  not immediately for truly public 
audiences.  Il Trionfo d'Amore and Telemaco share performers and a heavy reliance on choral complexes 
and spectacular effects; the operas’ representations of  the royal family are both also fairly obvious, if  
not explicitly stated. Another pair is found in Racine's Bajazet and Semiramis, as discussed above, one 
an established bastion of  traditional French theater, the other an avant-garde experiment, directly 
juxtaposing the power of  language and the power of  gesture.   
 Thus the representation of  monarchy at hand in the wedding productions is contradictory—
tradition blurs with new artistic ideals within individual works. Yet the fact that the presentation of  
reform opera and avant-garde ballet is paired with dynastic event reveals a subtle disjuncture 
between political representation and opera.  Even if  one could read the plots exclusively as dynastic 
praise, the musical language no longer echoes the modes of  absolutist representation.  Instead of  
reflecting the glory and eternal presence of  the monarch directly, the monarch is reflected indirectly 
in terms of  the ideal of  taste and sensitivity as a spectator (just one of  many spectators that Gluck, 
Angiolini, and Coltellini sought to impress).  In this sense, the Habsburgs revealed their developed 
artistic taste by sponsoring such works, earning esteem from their peers and underlings, but this 
esteem was achieved by reducing them to the same level as every other sovereign subject beholding 
the work.  As Michael Yonan writes of  Maria Theresia’s self-representation in the visual arts: 
Despite their elaborate symbolism, they all resolutely fail to imagine either Francis or Maria 
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Theresa as anything other than themselves.  They appear not as Juno and Jupiter, or Apollo 
and Diana, but as an exalted and celebrated married couple whose partnership has brought 
prosperity to the Empire.  Such an iconographical message ultimately located the visitor in a 
world of  human, rather than divine, dimensions, and the resulting experience of  
approaching the Emperor and Empress for an audience would therefore have emphasized 
their actions rather than their divinity.95 
 
The monarchs have become effectively “desacralized,” in the words of  Jeffrey Merrick: they are no 
longer sacred and exempt from the contingencies and desires of  the average person.96 The 
cosmological foundations of  absolutism were crumbling along with the baroque representational 
system of  luxury, difference, and virtuosity.97 David Ferris goes so far as to claim that the classicizing 
aesthetic of  the mid-eighteenth century in totum, the search for beautiful simplicity, was explicitly 
linked to a search for political freedom.98 Whether or not the reformers consciously sought political 
freedom—and there is no evidence to suggest they did—their artistic language was not one of  
inherent, divinely bestowed distinction or difference, but of  taste that is available to all beholders, or 
at least the group of  educated middle-class-and-higher men that constituted the Enlightenment 
“public sphere.” 
 
Tyranny of  Operatic Enlightenment 
                                                 
95 Yonan, Empress Maria Theresa, 157. 
 
96 Jeffrey W. Merrick, The Desacralization of  the French Monarchy in the Eighteenth Century (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1990), x. 
 
97 Franz A. J. Szabo, “The Cultural Transformation of  the Habsburg Monarchy in the Age of  Metastasio, 
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I would like to conclude by assessing the political and ideological ramifications of  operatic reform in 
a more general sense.  In this chapter I have explore how operatic reform functioned partially as a 
negation of  absolutist modes of  theatrical representation, despite its adherence to the mythological 
or royalty-based plots associated with traditional opera seria.  By creating a dramaturgy and musical 
language based on natural, realistic time and continuous action, the reformers erased a sense of  
distinction among viewers; this equalization of  rank was furthered by the notion of  sympathy, where 
in a way each viewer experienced the empathetic reflections of  the self  onstage.  This certainly 
seems an egalitarian or at least politically neutral mode of  theatrical representation. 
 Opera seria, most markedly in non-Italian countries as a court production, was a politically 
charged medium.  Changing the rules of  opera could not be a politically neutral action.  Georgia 
Cowart's description of  the changes in French operatic style around the turn of  the 18th century 
could well apply to the reform as well: “While an assessment of  the political implications of  the 
quarrel of  the Ancients and the Moderns is still needed, it seems clear that the call for a freedom 
from the rules, the liberation of  art from the outworn signified of  royal propaganda, and the 
iconoclastic glorification of  the artistic signifier... indicate at least some form of  intersection 
between a modernist aesthetic and an oppositional one.”99  What is interesting about Cowart's 
argument is that she interprets an egalitarian, utopian political agenda in a move away from text-
based rationality and control of  excess, to one of  unbounded sensual pleasure and irrationality—
precisely the opposite to that which occurred in the move from traditional to reformed opera. 
 Feldman has convincingly argued that the reform of  Italian opera comprised a shift of  
authority from performers to authors.100  As mentioned above, she has argued that reform involved 
the construction of  a sovereign spectator, as opposed to the monarchical sovereignty reflected in 
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traditional models.  However, the sovereignty of  this spectator comes at a certain ideological price, 
and the universality of  this spectator is highly questionable. Reformist modes of  composition and 
spectatorship perhaps do not overtly promote absolutist ideology, but they do present a new kind of  
theatrical orthodoxy. 
 According to Habermas's famous formulation, the public sphere emerged in the 18th century 
from a representational culture, in which the sovereign power was maintained by representing itself  
as overwhelming.  The public sphere, on the other hand, entailed the open communication of  
equally sovereign private citizens, who presented a political check to the prevailing power system.  
This is a parallel to the shift from absolutist to reformed theatrical representation and their 
corresponding spectatorial types.  However, Habermas's theories have been criticized from several 
angles, all of  which undermine the notion of  spectatorial sovereignty earlier described.  First, 
scholars criticize the fact that Habermas's public sphere was not in actuality an exchange open to the 
entire population, but limited to an educated, male, bourgeois group, and thereby comprising a new 
politics of  distinction.101  Second, as Michael Shudson argues, such a privileging of  rationalism and 
the Enlightenment project at the expense of  other ideals is yet another type of  limiting orthodoxy.102 
I see this as similar to the limits on pleasure, excess, and irrationality posed by the reformers. 
 Further, these limits are not gender-neutral, but constitute the subtle imposition of  a new 
gender hierarchy.  Michael Kutchka has described how the “great renunciation” of  excess, pleasure, 
ornament and sensuality in by the end of  the 18th century entailed a new definition and privileging 
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of  masculinity as rational, natural, and restrained.103 This is echoed in the privileging of  the sublime, 
consistently identified as masculine in the eighteenth century, over the beautiful, comprised of  
exactly the ornament and pleasure that the reformers denounced.104 As discussed in Chapter 2, most 
critiques of  luxury, pleasure and spectacle aligned these concepts with effeminacy. While negativity 
towards women was by no means a new idea in Western culture, the rise of  the so-called “public 
sphere” was link with legislation that strongly limited the rights of  women and lowered their status 
in the new society of  utility.105 Whether the reformers consciously enacted an anti-feminist agenda, 
as Alexandra Amati-Campari asserts, or not, they certainly utilized anti-feminine rhetoric to buttress 
their arguments.106  
 Finally, the reformers asserted their desire to remove power from the performers and bestow 
it to the authors, but I would argue that the true transfer of  power was away from spectators. (As 
shown in Chapter 4, performers such as Guadagni retained a great deal of  power and influence).  
For one thing, as Feldman herself  has argued, the reform was accompanied by a simultaneous 
administrative exertion of  control over audience behavior, seen in increasingly detailed rules and 
regulations.107  But even further, the continuity and naturalistic time flow for which the reform 
strove required a different type of  audience attention than that of  opera seria, where listeners were 
invited to listen at times, ignore at others, be overwhelmed by sensual pleasure, moved by the 
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representation of  emotion, giving and withdrawing their attention at will to various of  the 
multifacted, disunified elements available.  The fact that audience members frequently interacted 
with performers and openly expressed their opinions throughout the performance is well-
documented. Conversely, the unified musico-theatrico-visual presentation of  reform opera seeks a 
uniformity of  attention and absorption from an audience member trained in sympathetic 
spectatorship.  Similarly, the unity of  character promoted by the reformers, as opposed to the 
changeable, affect-driven persona of  traditional opera seria, was not a move toward universal 
psychological reality, but rather an insistence on a particular ideal of  unified thought and behavior, at 
the exclusion of  other subjectivities.108 
 Opera seria overwhelmed audience members, exerting power from the outside to enforce 
political ideals and bodily behavior in a mechanism that echoed the power structure of  absolutism.  
Reform opera, on the other hand, sought to create audience members trained from the inside out to 
control and discipline their own spectatorial behavior.109  Discipline is no less powerful than the 
earlier mechanism of  control, but it is perhaps more insidious because it creates an illusion of  
personal agency.  Of  course, one may choose to listen in any number of  ways to Gluck's operas, just 
as one might listen with uniform, reverent sympathy to an opera by Hasse or Handel.  However, 
each type of  opera idealizes its own form of  listening, or rather, is composed with a specific form 
of  listening in mind.  Ironically, in the traditional opera seria tied to absolutism, there is a more equal 
distribution of  authority among authors, performers, and audience members, while in the more 
“enlightened” reform opera, the privilege of  authority is ideally monopolized by the authors, though 
in reality performers such as Guadagni exerted a great deal of  power. The audience member is at the 
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bottom of  this hierarchy. 
 It is thus not surprising that Gluck was such a touchstone for composers like Wagner, who 
sought to assert a new level of  authority over operatic representation.  With the Romantic 
idealization of  composers like Beethoven, the shift of  power from auditors to authors would 
become even more pronounced; auditors worked to understand and appreciate the music of  the 
author even if  it was not immediately rewarding, under the assumption that the author possesses an 
authority that they do not.  Of  course, such ideas were foreign to Gluck, who lived in an age when 
comprehensibility to the listener was paramount, under the assumption that “natural” 
communication was universal and that beauty equated with simplicity and clarity.   
Equally foreign to the authors of  reform was the idea that their project was indeed political, 
dealing as they were in the realms of  the natural, the universal, and the beautiful: Calzabigi asserted 
that “all is nature here, all is passion; there are no sententious reflections, no philosophy or 
politics.”110 Yet their very claims to universality were marked by politically specific views on 
sovereignty, control and authority.  Just as la Bruyère was astonished at the political relevance of  
baroque ornament, pleasure, and spectacle, Gluck and Calzabigi would have probably been surprised 
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EPILOGUE 
 
Natural, political, beautiful, French, pleasurable, artificial, Italian, individual, emotional, national—
throughout this dissertation I have attempted to illustrate the complex and intertwining relationships 
between these terms that describe the music of  Gluck’s era. Despite the clarity with which Gluck 
and Calzabigi presented their ideals, analysis of  the many types of  reform that occurred during this 
period reveals that there are no clear boundaries. The contest between tradition and reform, between 
dramatic virtue and sensual pleasure, was not a zero sum game. And thus I would like to return to 
the opera Alcide al bivio of  1760, in which Metastasio, Hasse, and their performers and designers 
crafted a perfect representation of  the complex dance between these interconnected ideals. 1 Alcide al 
bivio was the expression of  a particular historical moment, in which rationalism and irrationality, 
nature and artifice, absolutism and natural rights seem exaggeratedly and simultaneously promoted; 
it was the age of  the enlightened philosophes and the age of  the powdered Pompadour and 
Antoinette.   
 Alcide al bivio provides a musical encapsulation of  all of  these paradoxical ideas, and I believe 
that many of  my findings are not only corroborated by but better understood through the physical 
experience of  this opera. Thus, as an epilogue, I would like to explore a few selections from the 
2009 North American premiere of  Alcide al bivio to create a deeper understanding of  virtue, pleasure, 
reform and tradition.2  With these examples I also hope to illustrate the power of  performance not 
                                                 
1 The work had larger meanings for contemporaneous commentators as well: Severio Mattei marked the end 
of  the golden age of  Metastasian opera with Alcide (the beginning was Pergolesi’s 1735 setting of  L’olimpiade). 
See Benedetto, “Poetics and Polemics,” in Opera in Theory and Practice, Myth and Image, ed. Lorenzo Bianconi 
and Giorgio Pestelli, trans. Kenneth Chalmers (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2003), 43. 
 
2 The opera was staged by OperaRepo, now Morningside Opera (www.morningsideopera.com), on April 4 
and 5 at the Teatro of  the Casa Italiana at Columbia University, directed by Sarah Meyers, conducted by Mark 
Seto, with Brett Umlauf  as Edonide, Brooke Bryant as Aretea, Sean Parr as Fronimo, and the author as 
Alcide. The opera was heavily abridged, with most of  the final third removed, the section which primarily 
references the Habsburg wedding, as well as the ballets, which were omitted for financial reasons. The 
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only for scholarship but as scholarship, creating experiences that cannot be replaced by the 
descriptions and analyses of  traditional historiography. Finally, this performance helps bridge the 
gap between modern audiences and what Richard Taruskin describes as “perhaps the most 
irrevocably bygone genre in the history of  European art music.”3 As opera seria remains a relative 
rarity on the modern stage, its presence in performance is particularly vital to both scholarly 
understanding and the survival of  the genre. I hope that both my dissertation and this production 
will create a greater understanding of  opera seria as an aesthetic option to be relished, and not a 
problem to be fixed.4 
 The very idea that modern performance could reveal anything about a historical reality is still 
rarely entertained in musicology—outside of  the often dogmatic and at this point largely passé 
(though stubborn) movement of  “historically-informed performance.”5 Musicology has long 
                                                                                                                                                             
resulting numbers were the opening sinfonia, “Pensa che questa istante” (Fronimo), “Ferma, Alcide! t’arresta i 
passi” (Edonide), “Mi sorprende un tanto affetto” (Alcide), “Non verranno a turbarti i riposi” (Edonide), 
“Alme incaute che scolcate” (Chorus), “Ah, che fai? T’arresta Alcide!” (Aretea), “Mira entrambe e dimmi poi” 
(Edonide), “Quell’onda che ruina” (Aretea), “Se bramate esser felici” (Chorus), “Dove andò?” (Alcide), 
“Come rapida si vede” (Fronimo), Alcide’s Scene 10 accompagnato, “Vieni Alcide” (Chorus), “La ragion se da 
legge agli affetti” (Quartet), and “Pura fiamma dall’astri descendi” (Chorus), with interstitial recitatives. Da 
capo numbers were changed to dal segno in the interest of  time and contemporary attention spans. 
 
3 Taruskin, Oxford History of  Western Music. Vol 2, The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 176. 
 
4 The habit of  staging opera seria in such a way that the music strives for historical resurrection while the 
staging aspires to self-parody or iconoclastic modernity has become virtually a new type of  opera seria 
orthodoxy, as described by Andrew Jones in “Staging Handel,” Early Music 34/2 (2006): 277-287. For Jones, 
this habit has become detestable: “All too often, however, it is difficult to escape the impression that the 
underlying attitude, especially on the part of  the stage director, is based not on a respect for the composer 
and his opera, but rather on a self-indulgent desire to impose an interpretation that has little relevance to the 
plot, or in the belief  that the modern audience is incapable of  appreciating the original on its terms, and has 
to be entertained by gimmicks and cheap tricks.” Although I disagree with Jones’ composer-centrism and 
reverence toward original conception, I am inclined to agree that such a predominance, which in my own 
experience is just as much about budgetary as aesthetic terms, is increasingly limiting other ways of  
approaching opera seria. Our own staging of  Alcide al bivio, to be discussed in this chapter, falls into the same 
trap. 
 
5 Some of  the scholars who have discredited the traditional approach to “historically-informed performance” 
include Nicholas Kenyon, ed. Authenticity and Early Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), Taruskin, 
Text and Act, John Butt, Playing with History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), and Peter Walls, 
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legitimated itself  by deriving its methods from other fields, which are in turn based on the premise 
that objective knowledge and meaning can be created out of  abstract musical structures and heard 
sound through the analysis of  facts, and that the best way to present that knowledge is through 
language.6 Many scholars, most notably Carolyn Abbate, have begun to argue the importance of  
performance as a locus of  study, rather than focusing on musical “texts.”7 These scholars of  course 
draw on the much older practice of  performance studies, which has been a vital force in dance and 
theater since the 1970s with the work of  Victor Turner and Richard Schechner.8 Yet Abbate and the 
performance studies scholars side-step a larger issue. Indeed, they make performance the site of  
investigation, but in the course of  their scholarly work they are turning the living act of  performance 
into a text to be interpreted—converting action into words.9 The fact does not escape Abbate. In her 
                                                                                                                                                             
History, Imagination, and the Performance of  Music (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell Press, 2003). 
 
6 Dillon Parmer writes that “[derivative disciplinarity] is endemic to music studies in that musicologists use it 
to bring their knowledge product within the circumference of  institutional legitimacy by constructing a 
discourse for understanding and explaining music in terms of  already legitimated disciplines. Whether in the 
formalist-positivism of  the old, the postmodern strains of  the new, or the empirical slant of  the latest, the 
history of  musicology has unfolded according to the degree to which its adherents have not only borrowed 
tools and methods from anterior disciplines already inhabiting the institution, but also have allowed those 
disciplines to dictate both its object and its methods for studying it.” See Parmer, “Musicology as 
Epiphenomenon: Derivative Disciplinarity, Performing, and the Deconstruction of  the Musical Work,” 
repercussions 10 (2007): 24. 
 
7 Abbate, “Music—Drastic or Gnostic?” Critical Inquiry 30 (2004): 505–36. Abbate’s article was preceded by 
studies of  performance scholarship including Richard Taruskin, Text and Act: Essays on Music and Performance 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995); Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of  Performance and Listening 
(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1998); and Nicholas Cook, “Between Process and Product: 
Music and/as Performance,” Music Theory Online 7 (2001): 1-31. Karol Berger’s response to Abbate, while 
taking issue with Abbate’s clear-cut binary between drastic and gnostic experience, acknowledges that 
scholarship is enriched by the study of  performance. See Berger, “Musicology According to Don Giovanni, 
or: Should We Get Drastic?” Journal of  Musicology 22/3 (2005): 490-501. Of  course concomitantly there has 
been a rise in the number of  musicological studies focused on performers and performances, particularly 
within opera studies, as well as the study changing historical perspectives on performance, such as Mary 
Hunter, “To Play as if  from the Soul of  the Composer”: The Idea of  the Performer in Early Romantic 
Aesthetics,” Journal of  the American Musicological Society 58/2 (Summer 2005): 357-98. 
 
8 See Schechner, Essays on Performance Theory (New York: Drama Book Specialists, 1977) and Between Theater and 
Anthropology (Philadelphia, University of  Pennsylvania Press, 1985), and Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theater: 
The Human Seriousness of  Play (New York: PAJ Publications, 1982). 
 
9 As Parmer writes, “Rather than mark a return to, or a reengagement with, the activity of  performing itself—
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essay, she presents us with a fascinating metaphor: she opposes the seismograph and the 
stethoscope. The seismograph transforms its input (vibrations) into a completely different form of  
output (a graph), to make it easier to analyze. The stethoscope merely amplifies and clarifies its input 
(sound to sound). Like a seismograph, musicology translates musical experience into words: 
historical facts, hermeneutic meanings, or formal analyses. I would like to explore what is lost in 
translation, what a stethoscopic approach could reveal.  
 Some ideas in performance studies reveal how performance could function as a form of  
scholarship. One of  the founders of  performance studies, Richard Schechner, argued in the mid-
eighties that performance was essentially a “restoration of  behavior” that re-doing actions done in 
the past (and imposing those actions on the senses of  the observers) brings with it a kind of  
historical “knowledge.”10 Going a step further, Phil Connerton has described the bodily practices 
inscribed in the texts of  performances as a kind of  memory that can generate knowledge of  the past 
simply by doing them, though he does not extend this to the level of  interpretation that scholarship 
entails.11 The innovative collection of  essays Acting on the Past: Historical Performance Across the 
Disciplines, edited by Mark Franco and Annette Richards, embraces an attitude that the past is “a 
theoretical activity of  the present that becomes actual in and as critical performance,” presenting in a 
number of  interdisciplinary essays (though not performance itself) how performance can create 
                                                                                                                                                             
and the knowledge of  music that takes place therein—the shift towards a performance-based paradigm is 
simply just another instance of  the mechanism, and the motivation, controlling how musicology 
manufactures its knowledge product…. For all its promises of  liberation from the ideological underpinnings 
of  the work-concept, performance studies—particularly when performance is turned into a site for 
plundering empirical data or when performers themselves are reduced into objects of  psychological or 
scientific observation—embodies the ethos of  technical rationality in full: it effectively turns music into a 
distant object for external, non-participatory observers to take in at a distance.” Parmer, “Derivative 
Disciplinarity,” 49-50. 
 
10 Richard Schechner, “Restoration of  Behavior,” in Between Theater and Anthropology (Philadelphia: University 
of  Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 35-115. 
 





   
scholarly knowledge.12  The boldest institutionally recognized musicological example that I know of  
remains Elizabeth LeGuin’s 2005 Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal Musicology, in which the author 
uses her own embodied performances of  Boccherini’s music to augment her more traditional 
historical research, providing a CD recording along with her volume. 13  Yet such examples remain 
the exception far more often than the norm; as acerbically noted by Dillon Parmer, performance is 
still considered largely a “technical” skill that does not constitute the type of  scholarship to which 
musicology adheres.14 Although such a cursory review of  these methodological possibilities raises 
many questions that cannot be answered here, it reveals that there are strong methodological 
underpinnings for the utility of  performance as a form of  scholarship. 
 Certainly all of  the authors, composers, and performers discussed in this dissertation used 
performance as a means of  communicating ideals that stretched far beyond music. Our performance 
of  Alcide sought to amplify and clarify the ideals behind Metastasio’s and Hasse’s conception in a 
way that would be accessible and enjoyable for modern, non-academic audiences. The directorial 
gambit was simple. Edonide, in a pink frilled party dress, enticed her prey with a pathway of  
fashionable high heels; Aretea, in Robin-Hood-esque attire, caught Alcide’s eye with weapons and 
armor. The young Alcide, played by a woman, beginning as a gender-neutral schoolboy in shirt, tie 
                                                 
12 Acting on the Past: Historical Performance Across the Disciplines (London: Wesleyan University Press, 2000), 1. 
 
13 LeGuin, Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal Musicology (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2005). My 
2009 article on Restoration mad-song was also an attempt along these lines; see Youell, 
“Anne Bracegirdle On Fire: Historical and Contemporary Performance of  a Seventeenth-Century Mad-
Song,” Early Modern Women: An Interdisciplinary Journal 4 (2009): 101-134. 
 
14  As Parmer writes, “To those of  us who do perform, such grounds for exclusion from the umbrella of  
institutional legitimacy derive less from epistemological concerns and more from the ideology of  technical 
rationality governing knowledge production in the academy. They are an invention designed to disenfranchise 
or marginalize alternate modes of  knowledge so as to protect those that wield power in the academy for 
producing and disseminating authoritative knowledge: the scientific, the humanistic, and the socio-scientific. 
Unlike these classes, which tend to stress abstract conceptualization or empirical verification that can be 
verbally or graphically represented, performing embodies a knowledge that exceeds the limitations intrinsic to 
the symbolic forms these privileged classes rely upon to certify their knowledge product. Indeed, performing 
belongs to a wholly other class of  knowledge, what has been termed ‘delta knowledge,’ and as such is based 




   
and shorts, was caught in the middle of  this gendered debate, moving from one extreme to another 
in the course of  the drama. At one point he donned silver stilettos and performed a catwalk through 
the audience; the synthesis of  virtue and pleasure at the end of  the drama was symbolized by a pair 
of  high-heeled Oxford shoes. Edonide embodied the world of  baroque rhetorical gesture and 
theatricality, while Aretea embodied a relaxed, naturalistic, modern attitude. Various arias were 
directed alternately toward the audience or contained within the theatrical fourth wall; at several 
points Alcide walks among the audience members, while at another point he becomes an audience 
member himself, sitting in a chair in the front row of  the house. When it came to the climax of  the 
opera, the Metastasian gambit (mirroring outward political drama with inner moral drama) was 
clearly revealed to the audience; rather than facing literal furies and monsters, the boy Alcide had to 
face the image of  himself  in a mirror. Our production was a quintessential example of  the modern 
opera seria production—historical reverence toward the music, (self-)indulgent and irreverent 
attitude toward the staging. The result was a simple translation of  scholarly findings into 
performance that could be easily communicated to a wide audience.  
 However, far more interesting than our directorial approach were the discoveries made 
through the performance process itself, from the experience of  re-enacting past behavior and 
bringing to audible life the score. Edonide’s first two arias provide a lesson in the twin vocal ideals 
of  the mid-eighteenth century, the galant and the bravura. Working and rehearsing these arias raised 
the importance of  vocal timbre for musical expression. As we know that Hasse tailor-composed his 
music for specific singers, he must have exploited particular timbral qualities as well as agility, range, 
and tessitura.15 Our Edonide, Brett Umlauf, possesses a light tone with a fast vibrato, creating a 
distinctive fluttering sound in her passagework and trills. Her first aria, “Ferma Alcide, t’arresta i 
                                                 
15 That Hasse was also an accomplished tenor and was married to a celebrated soprano, Faustina Bordoni, 




   
passi” (http://youtu.be/47vts-cBTvE), lends credence to the idea that such a timbre would have 
been Hasse’s intention, with its density of  trills and particular figuration. The fluttering quality of  
Brett’s voice, the lushness of  the orchestration, and the languid melody—the musical equivalent of  a 
Boucher painting—informed our staging, which sought to amplify these ideas. Through the stage 
action, we attempted to convey the notion of  pleasure at work in this aria, combining seduction, 
artifice, awe, and femininity; but more importantly, our production allowed the audience to viscerally 
experience the effects of  Brett’s voice on their own physicality, a dazzling, flickering, giddy form of  
pleasure idealized in mid-eighteenth-century culture, and denigrated by the reformers. 
 Edonide’s second aria, “Non verranno a turbarti i riposi” (http://youtu.be/IP54RVI4pUc) is 
an essay on vocal meraviglia, a bravura aria par excellence. While on the one hand the heroic character 
of  the music and its awe-inspiring effect on the listener is quite different from “Ferma Alcide,” there 
is an interesting similarity in the use of  the voice, which again was well served by Brett’s particular 
vocal timbre. The sheer preponderance of  sixteenth notes (“machine-gun” coloratura at its best) 
makes the rapid-fire articulation of  the notes almost as important as the musical figures themselves. 
The articulations, created through a mix of  glottal and diaphragmatic mechanism, again point to this 
notion of  fluttering or shimmering. This is a particular effect on the listeners’ bodies that is best 
understood by experiencing it. In our staging, we focused on the gendered aspects of  the 
pleasure/virtue dichotomy, which may have been a poor choice, since it took attention away from 
the effect of  wonder (the pleasure of  meraviglia) that should have been produced by Brett’s singing. 
 Alcide’s aria “Mi sorprende un tanto affetto” (http://youtu.be/2E53MrNAa_U), 
sandwiched between Edonide’s arias, produces the same kind of  vocal pleasure. Again, the notion 
of  fluttering is primary. Alcide’s sixteenth-note runs emphasize the articulation of  the voice, 
punctuated by short 16th-note figures from the orchestra. Here, the text speaks of  being so 
overwhelmed by emotion and pleasure that Alcide needs to catch his breath; inspired by the quality 
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of  the pleasure at hand, we played up Alcide’s youth and immaturity so that the aria would reflect 
the giddy infatuation of  an adolescent. 
 With Aretea, we are presented with the problem of  a character who must necessarily sing 
beautiful music but must represent austerity, masculinity and virtue. Again, although we have no idea 
how the original singer sounded, we were able to use vocal timbre in our production to amplify 
these themes. Brooke Bryant’s straighter, more focused tone created a sense of  clarity and 
structure.16 But more interesting is how her coloratura seems to eschew the type of  fluttering effects 
used by Edonide. Even when mocking Edonide’s style in “Ah, che fai? T’arresta Alcide” 
(http://youtu.be/QwvAhg9pG7U), Aretea’s coloratura seems restrained and goal-oriented 
compared to her opponent’s. The held notes in Aretea’s “Quell’onda che ruina” 
(http://youtu.be/rdZFbqrP0dQ) create a sense of  purpose, clarity and concision. Instead of  being 
tickled by rapid-fire articulations, the listener is pierced by a more continuous stream of  vocality. 
 After Aretea finishes presenting her side of  the case, Alcide’s vocal expression shifts 
drastically. His “Dove andò?” (http://youtu.be/bqCkSpym-mQ), an aria d’affetto, has a tessitura a 
major third lower than his previous arias, suggesting a very different vocal timbre. Opposed to the 
fluttering sixteenth notes of  his “Mi sorprende un tanto affetto,” the most significant gesture of  
“Dove andò?” is a recurring sustained note, over which the orchestra plays sighing two-note slurs in 
imitative, building phrases. The lower tessitura seems to demand a fuller sound, as well as a rooted, 
stable stage position in which the singer could focus balance on the heels of  the feet. During this 
aria stage action is at a minimum; the primary goal is to amplify the feeling of  depth, sincerity and 
pathos created by the simple vocal lines and lush accompaniment. By the end of  the aria, the singer 
addresses the audience directly in an attempt to create a connection closer to sympathy than to 
meraviglia or seduction. 
                                                 
16
 This casting answers Metastasio’s call for “firm, robust, and sonorous,” as opposed to “light and pliant” voices. 
See p. 93 above. 
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 Of  course, a verbal description and analysis of  the concepts communicated in this opera can 
be achieved, but words are a pale analogy for experience. I believe musical performance, whether or 
not it portends to historical reconstruction, has the capability to communicate scholarly experiences 
that allow us to engage in a dialogue with the past, to make it present in a way that is not possible 
otherwise. The experience of  hearing d’affetto vs galant-style singing, or Hasse’s “virtuous” vs. 
“pleasurable” melismas, could immediately translate aesthetics into sound. The kind of  experience 
or knowledge—physical, emotional, irrational—that performance can provide, by making past 
actions present, is unique and necessary if  what we seek in scholarship is truth.  
Two final ideas from contemporary scholars buttress the importance of  performance 
experience for scholarship.  Before Abbate’s now seminal article, Nicholas Cook discussed how 
using performance as a source of  scholarly knowledge is really just borrowing from 
ethnomusicology’s methodological core of  fieldwork. This is not the old fieldwork in which a 
scholar visits a foreign culture in order to objectively interpret that culture for them; the new 
fieldwork means participating in a culture in order to try to understand how the indigenous 
understand themselves and how they experience their lives. This fieldwork is highly aware of  its own 
subjective and performative nature.17 Using music to participate in re-created past actions allows us 
to perform a kind of  historical fieldwork, as problematic and yet illuminating as fieldwork in any 
modern culture.  This concept meshes well with philosopher Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht’s notion of  
presentification, in which irreplaceable learning occurs through the physical presence and experience 
of  objects or actions from the past. 18  If  our goal in musicology is knowledge of  the musical past, 
then I posit that performance is not only an augmentation or ornament to musical scholarship, but 
can be a mode of  scholarship in itself—and a pleasurable one at that.  
                                                 
17 Cook, “Between Process and Product: Music and/as Performance,” section 27. 
 
18 See Gumbrecht, “Epiphany/Presentification/Deixis: Futures for the Humanities and Arts,” in Production of  




   
 I would like to return to one final example from this production of  Alcide al bivio. After the 
action of  the accompanied recitative in Alcide’s Scene 10 climax, and the hero’s triumph in “Vieni 
Alcide,” we are presented with the reconciliation of  the goddesses. The Metastasian synthesis of  
opposing ideals is expressed in a musical synthesis, a quartet in which all the main characters 
intertwine their vocal lines through various configurations of  polyphonic and homophonic 
moments (http://youtu.be/tr4b5qN4GmQ). Though not originally a dance number, we set this as a 
courtly dance, with characters interweaving to reflect the musical structure.19 This delicate and ever-
changing dance mirrors the complex and variable relationship that exists between operatic ideals 
throughout history.  
As each operatic production during Gluck’s lifetime resulted from a negotiation between a 
multitude of  artists and administrators, the operatic culture of  his lifetime must be expressed as 
constantly shifting and occasionally paradoxical. Operatic reform must be understood not as part of  
a teleological stylistic development, but as a particular expression of  this constant negotiation.20  
Eighteenth-century opera seria is not only a valuable art form that can and should be appreciated 
and understood by modern audiences, but it further teaches us, as scholars, that there are alternate 
avenues for understanding music and history in general. By combining scholarship with the 
experience of  the music studied, these modes of  the past can be revivified and lost music revalued. 
As one professor commented after the performance of  Alcide, “Hasse was a genius! Who knew?” 
                                                 
19 As Elaine Sisman astutely pointed out, dance was the solution to the contest between various aesthetic 
ideals in Gluck’s Le cinesi in 1754. 
 
20 As Carl Dahlhaus wrote in 2003: “Writing history teleologically, treating one type of  opera as merely the 
precursor of  another, is obsolete in theory but proves almost ineradicable in historiographic practice. Faced 
with the reform operas of  Jommelli, Traetta, and Gluck, composed on the influence of  literati as 
modifications of  the Metastasian type, it is difficult for the historians not to interpret them as solutions to 
problems unsolved in the older dramma per musica or as attempts to compensate for its deficiencies. This 
interpretation rests, however, on a one-sided concept of  the ‘dramatic’ derived from the reform operas 
themselves.” Dahlhaus, “The Dramaturgy of  Italian Opera,” in Opera in Theory and Practice, Image and Myth, ed. 





   
The sensual piacer of  listening and performing is a necessary complement to the intellectual virtù of  
scholarship, not a diametrical opposite—such a Metastasian synthesis would greatly benefit both 
musicology and modern operatic practice. 
 
Figure 1: Photo of  end of  Quartet, Alcide al bivio, 2009, with Gloria Makino, Brett Umlauf, 
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APPENDIX 
 
Arias for Guadagni 
 
1. “Saperti basti o cara” Il trionfo di Clelia (Metastasio/Hasse, 1762) 1 
2. “Dei di Roma” Il trionfo di Clelia 
3.  “Questa è la bella face” Romolo ed Ersilia (Metastasio/Hasse, 1765) 
4. “Ah per pieta placatevi” Ifigenia in Tauride (Coltellini/Traetta, 1763) 2 
5. “Per quei vezzosi rai” Alcide negli orti esperidi (Coltellini/de Majo, 1764) 3 
6. “Superbo di me stesso” L’olimpiade (Metastasio/Gassmann, 1764) 4 
7. “Fidati, in van si cela” Alcide negli orti esperidi 
8. “De’ folgori di Giove” Il trionfo di Clelia 
9. “Qual destra omicida” Ifigenia in Tauride 
10. “Se cerca se dice” L’olimpiade 
11. “Mi straziano il core” Alcide negli orti esperidi 
12. “Resta o cara” Il trionfo di Clelia 
13. “O dio dov’è la morte?” Ifigenia in Tauride 
14. “V’intendo amici numi” Ifigenia in Tauride 
 
 
                                                 
1 Facsimile of  Part. Tr. Ms. 158 from Milan, Conservatorio di musica Giuseppe Verdi. Johann Adolf  
Hasse, Il trionfo di Clelia, ed. Eric Weimer (New York: Garland Publishing, 1981). 
 
2 Facsimile of  ms. Basevi 306, from the Biblioteca del Conservatorio di musica Luigi Cherubini, Florence. 
Tommaso Traetta, Ifigenia in Tauride, ed. Howard Mayer Brown (New York: Garland Publishing, 1978). 
 
3 The score is Mus. Hs. 17187 in the Austrian National Library. 
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